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Abstract
“Power in Repose” argues that American literature provided its own response to
the cult of wakefulness that emerged at the turn of the twentieth century. Narratives by
authors Henry James, Charles Chesnutt, Edith Wharton, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman
emerged from a time in which conceptions of rest were reshaped by the coalescence of
America’s Protestant work ethic and industrial advancement. By complicating the
separation of public and private space, my chosen texts present characters exhausted by
the permeation of the supposedly impervious aspects of modernity, such as artificial light,
traffic commotion, and round-the-clock labor and social activity. Marginalized figures are
the most vulnerable in these narratives, as they are constantly compelled by the cultural
clock and their bodies are pushed to the limits within an increasingly mechanized world.
Anxieties about adequate sleep continue to saturate today’s culture, yet literary
scholarship lacks an in-depth study of the sleep concerns that emerged in fin-de-siècle
U.S. literature. Thus, “Power in Repose” shines a much-needed light on the pivotal yet
enigmatic role sleep plays in American life, offering humanities scholars new ways to
understand the circumscription of sleep and social agency in the modern age.
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Introduction
From Mystery to Medicine: Diagnosing “Fatal Sleep” in American Literature
Edna began to feel like one who awakens gradually out of a dream, a delicious,
grotesque, impossible dream, to feel again the realities pressing into her soul. The
physical need for sleep began to overtake her; the exuberance which had sustained and
exalted her spirit left her helpless and yielding to the conditions which crowded her in.
Kate Chopin, The Awakening 29
The laugher and weeper, the dancer, the midnight widow, the red squaw,
The consumptive, the erysipalite, the idiot, he that is wronged,
The antipodes, and every one between this and them in the dark,
I swear they are averaged now — one is no better than the other,
The night and sleep have liken'd them and restored them.
Walt Whitman, The Sleepers
In Kate Chopin’s 1899 novel The Awakening, Edna Pontellier grows increasingly
sleepless as she faces the dissatisfaction she feels within her role as wife and mother.
When she discovers that she loves another man, she describes her state of realization as
having never been “so exhausted in my life” (26). Eventually, the symptomatic
restlessness of her discontent so overwhelms her that she commits suicide. The only
refreshing sleep she experiences leading up to her death—and after her “awakening”—is
when she collapses into another woman’s bed. She pretends to be someone else—a
Sleeping Beauty whose love awaits her awakening after a hundred years’ sleep. Yet,
Edna can only play Sleeping Beauty temporarily, for as soon as she returns to her
husband she is kept wide awake by the oppression of domesticity. At home, her sleeping
practices grow increasingly unstable. Rather than sleep with her husband, she stubbornly
dozes in a hammock on the porch. Her resting habits conflict with the stereotypical
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women of her class—ladies of leisure. Edna cannot perform leisure because she seeks out
rest according to her body’s needs, as opposed to displaying her social identity: “She was
not much given to reclining in the hammock, and when she did so it was with no cat-like
suggestion of voluptuous ease, but with a beneficent repose which seemed to invade her
whole body” (27). Rather than use her porch hammock as a display of leisure, Edna rests
in it simply to restore her body. Later, she seeks out more private spaces to rest, taking
daily naps in “many a sunny, sleepy corner . . . to dream and to be alone and unmolested”
(49). Only in isolation when she is away from her husband and children can she achieve
“a sense of restfulness . . . such as she had not known before” (61). By the novel’s end,
Edna realizes that the only way to truly rest is by escaping domestic confinement and
familial possession. Edna’s resistance to male control—under both her husband and her
sons—results in an “[e]xhaustion [that] was pressing upon and overpowering her” (94).
In contrast to the perpetually tiring home space, the sea’s “sonorous murmur” (14)
beckons Edna, and by the novel’s end she dies in its lulling and comforting embrace.
Ultimately, Chopin’s novel details Edna’s personal discontent, in which her social
identity and personal relationships drive her toward a restless longing for freedom—a
possibility she achieves through death’s long sleep.
The sleep abnormalities that result from resisting social conformity in The
Awakening represent a common theme in turn-of-the-century literature. In my
dissertation, I argue that sleep complications, like Edna’s alienation from restorative
sleep as she rebels against social norms, exemplify a literary trend that responded to
modernity’s permeation of individual privacy, both physically and spatially. This project
asks how sleep, both as a quotidian aspect of human life and a hindrance to American
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proficiency, exposes the complications that modern subjects face within a restless cultural
environment. By exploring the circumscription of sleep and social agency in the works of
Henry James, Charles Chesnutt, Edith Wharton, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman, I argue
that American literature provided a singular response to the turn-of-the-century’s cult of
wakefulness. From 1875 to 1916—when my chosen texts were written—cultural
conceptions, social valuations, and individual practices of sleep were transformed by a
range of developments, including the implementation of standard clock time; the
mechanization of industrial labor and public transportation; scientific and medical
discoveries about the human body; and shifting cultural definitions of sex, race, ethnicity,
and class. By complicating the separation of public and private space, the stories I discuss
present characters exhausted by the permeation of the supposedly impervious aspects of
modernity, such as artificial light, traffic commotion, and round-the-clock labor and
social activity. Marginalized figures are the most vulnerable in these narratives, as they
are constantly compelled by the cultural clock and stress over bodily limitations within an
increasingly mechanized world. Most importantly, these texts provide psychosomatic
portraits of the devastating consequences of sleep disruption and deprivation, thereby
countering a popular U.S. cultural confidence at the turn of the century in the body’s
ability to conquer sleep.

I. Sleeping Beauties and the Mysterious Dreamworld of Antebellum Literature
In antebellum literature, sleep is often represented as an inviolable act—one that
protects female virtue and opens a gateway to a mysterious and often treacherous dream
world. Edgar Allan Poe’s 1831 poem “The Sleeper,” for instance, uses sleep as a
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euphemism to detail the death of a young woman—the lady’s beauty and virtue kept
sacred by her everlasting sleep. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Birthmark” (1843) also
portrays a young woman whose beauty is made everlasting by the eternal sleep of death.
The short story also commingles a mid-century fascination with scientific discovery and
Gothic themes of a sleeper’s dream world. Aylmer, a scientist, obsesses over the shape of
a tiny hand on his new wife’s cheek, a blemish which he believes tarnishes Georgiana’s
otherwise perfect beauty. The notion of ridding Georgiana of her birthmark comes to
Aylmer in a dream: “The mind is in a sad state when Sleep, the all-involving, cannot
confine her spectres within the dim region of her sway, but suffers them to break forth,
affrighting this actual life with secrets that perchance belong to a deeper one” (155).
Sleep is depicted as a mysterious force that functions beyond the physical realm inhabited
by the body. Its “all-involving” powers detach Aylmer from his bodily surroundings and
transport him into a dream-world. Sleep’s mysterious power can infiltrate “actual life,”
but “actual life” seems powerless to affect sleep in turn. This is confirmed through
Georgiana’s death at the story’s end. Aylmer gives her a tonic that, as she sleeps,
removes her birthmark. The powerful “spectres” of sleep work such a strong magic on
Georgiana that they both rid her cheek of its blemish and draw her into eternal rest. In
Hawthorne’s tale, modern medicine is no match for the spectral persuasions accessed
through sleep, which bewitch Aylmer and claim Georgiana’s life.i Through their
correlations between sleep and death, Poe and Hawthorne drew from medical, religious,
and popular cultural beliefs that “sleep was a form of death” (Kryger 6). In Philosophy of
Sleep (1830), for example, Dr. Robert MacNish observed that “Sleep is an intermediate
state between wakefulness and death: wakefulness is regarded as the active state of all the
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animal and intellectual functions and death as that of their total suspension” (qtd. by
Kryger 6). Poe’s famous story “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843), likewise correlates
disrupted sleep with the supernatural forces of death: The narrator interrupts his victim’s
sleep just before pouncing upon him and killing him, and Poe suggests that it is unearthly
powers that force the old man awake, propelling his heart to throb “louder! louder!
louder! louder!” long after he has passed.ii As Poe and Hawthorne’s fiction suggests,
sleep was often viewed as a gateway between the human world and the mystical realms
of Christian afterlife.
For other antebellum writers, such as the transcendentalist Walt Whitman, sleep
served as a universalizing force, rather than a symbol of Gothic mystery. His 1855 poem
“The Sleepers,” for instance, is a famous example of the democratic power of sleep. Jane
Thrailkill notes that in the poem “all human beings are alike; moreover, sleep embodies a
state of repose in which self-division is muted. The mind and body are, at least
momentarily, at peace” (150). Thus, for Whitman, a person’s mental state and nervous
system are impervious to environmental disruption while in a state of sleep. Whitman
details a series of “antipodes,” which he claims are “no better than the other” during a
nighttime’s rest. Whitman’s poem reflects mid-nineteenth-century medical conceptions
sleep, in which doctors theorized that sleep was merely the result of an individual’s
idleness—whether in the dark of night or day-time dormancy. In short, medical
professionals generally considered sleep to be a universal “shutdown” state for the human
body. Their consensus may be summed up in the following way: Blood flow decreased as
the body fatigued and digested food matter. During a sleep-state, one’s blood would then
accumulate and congeal in either the body or brain as the body cooled (Horne 208-9).
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This summation led the medical community to largely restrict their interest in somnolent
states to only abnormal manifestations—such as perpetual drowsiness, sleepwalking,
prolonged restlessness, and sleep paralysis. Gothic short stories, such as Charles
Brockden Brown’s “Somnambulism” (1805) and Poe’s “The Facts in the Case of M
Valdemar” (1845), exemplify tales in which fantastical sleep abnormalities, such as
sleepwalkingiii and hypnosis, result in horrifying scenarios. As anxieties over the dangers
of sleep increased, more quotidian concerns emerged at the turn of the century.
Physicians questioned nineteenth-century sleep practices, wondering how much sleep
was too much or too little. Scientists also investigated the differences in sleep practices in
relation to gender, race, and ethnicity. The sleep theories that resulted largely relied on
scientific sexism and racism to argue that white women, and non-Anglo Americans even
more so, were less socially evolved and thus suffered most from modernity’s wakeful
demands.

II. Sleep Deprivation and Neurasthenia in Turn-of-the-Century U.S. Literature
Throughout this project, I measure the extent to which turn-of-the-century social
and labor practices restricted rest in ways that twenty-first century medicine would now
deem unhealthy or ineffectual. As Thrailkill observes, the haste of modernity posed a
serious mind-body problem for writers, theorists, and scientists of late nineteenth century.
The century’s most innovative thinkers “understood the human nervous system to be
analogous to, and indeed influenced by, systems of rapid communication and
transportation” (Thrailkill 22). Given this newfound bodily interaction with modern
innovation, Cartesian dualism, premised on an autonomous mind and body, proved an
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unreliable concept: “The commotion of modernity posed unique challenges to the
delicate equilibrium of body and mind, while feelings were understood to provide a
crucial conduit, albeit one that was easily damaged or derailed, through which individuals
could negotiate a volatile environment” (Thrailkill 22). Thus, works of realism and
naturalism argue that sleep cannot simply be viewed as a “switch-off” mechanism in
which individuals can engage when ready for a nap or to settle in for the night. Thus,
sleep—as an impregnable, ubiquitous force in an ever-wakeful world—is a persistent
theme in fin-de-siècle U.S. literature.
My dissertation shows how medical studies and scientific theories of sleep, from
the contemporary moment to the present, are depicted in late-nineteenth and earlytwentieth century literary renderings of sleep phenomena. Sleep-related symptoms—
ranging from sleep paralysis and lucid dreaming to prolonged wakefulness and sleepdeprivation—cohere with contemporary cultural developments. A character’s experience
of insomnia, for example, is likened to an individual’s mind being constantly illuminated
by a light bulb. Conversely, a person’s subconscious dozing results in the speeding
forward of an electrical timepiece, or a character’s descent into deep sleep is brought
about by a dangerous dose of a chemist’s soporific. As characters contend with the
demands of a modern cultural clock, the bodily impulse to rest conflicts with their social
compulsions. These efforts to control and restrict sleep are symptomatic of the
coalescence of the United States’ long-established Protestant work ethic and the
mechanization of industrial advancement. Marginalized groups fought to protect their
right to rest, something best exemplified by the working-class fight for labor hour reform.
Scientists, meanwhile, remained suspicious of the biological necessity of sleep, and
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writers used their fiction to complicate dichotomous conceptions of personal hours versus
labor time and unconscious sleep versus restorative rest.
In the last few decades, literary scholarship, such as Thrailkill’s Affecting Fictions
(2007), Gail Bederman’s Manliness and Civilization (2008), Jennifer Fleissner’s Women,
Compulsion, Modernity (2004), and Tom Lutz’s American Nervousness, 1903 (1991), has
examined the thematics of perpetual motion in fin-de-siècle U.S. literature, particularly in
relation to race, class, and gender. These studies comprise a strong foundation for this
project, for they trace the rise of neurasthenia as a diagnosis for the era’s emergent
sleeplessness. I intend to expand upon these recent studies to show that, while
neurasthenia certainly does exemplify a challenge modernity posed to sleep, it is not the
only means by which sleeplessness might be explored in turn-of-the-century American
literature. For instance, Thrailkill uses Whitman’s “The Sleepers” as a lens to read
opposing images in Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage (1895), particularly the
scene in which Henry rests among comrades in contrast to the violent actions of war. Her
application of Whitman’s poem—that sleep enables both mind-body cohesion and a unity
of individuals—to Crane’s novel implies that late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
literature depicted human bodies in slumber as universally unaffected by modernity. At a
time when the nation was rapidly inundated with urban expansion, electrical
advancement, and mass consumption, Thrailkill suggests that a reliably rhythmic state of
unified, peaceful repose was a welcomed counterbalance. While Henry’s exhausted body
does collapse into the communal slumber of his regiment in Red Badge, his sleep is
disrupted when he is forced to wake and prepare for battle. As a soldier, he is not entitled
to rest when—and for how long—his body wills him to do so. Instead, he is forced to
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follow the sleeping patterns dictated by his superiors. Rather than find reprieve in
restorative sleep, Henry is alienated from adequate sleep through his absorption into the
industrialized mechanisms of war. Crane’s novel, then, revisits the Civil War to evince
the beginnings of an individual’s assimilation into a labor system that required twentyfour-hour adherence—one that would come to define modern life for working Americans
at the turn of the twentieth century.
An early exploration of the torturous repercussions of sleep deprivation for the
socially marginalized war-time male figure is depicted in E.D.E.N. Southworth’s widely
successful novel The Hidden Hand (first serialized in the New York Ledger in 1859 and
published as a book in 1888). The novel accounts the adventures of its protagonist,
Capitola Black, a tomboy figure who outwits a string of stereotypical male characters
seeking to exploit her for one reason or another. She protects the vulnerable women
around her, including her friend Clara whom she helps escape from the clutches of one of
the novel’s antagonists, Colonel Le Noir: Le Noir tries to trick Clara into marrying his
son, but his plan is foiled by Capitola’s ingenuity. Toward the novel’s end, Le Noir uses
his powerful position in the U.S. military during the Mexican-American War to conspire
to kill the young man that Clara loves, Traverse Rock. Le Noir schemes to have Traverse
fall asleep at his post by depriving him of rest for four days. In this subplot, Southworth
draws from the 101 Articles of War, enacted by the U.S. Congress in 1806. Article FortySix states that “Any sentinel who shall be found sleeping upon his post, or shall leave it
before he shall be regularly relieved, shall suffer death, or such other punishment as shall
be inflicted by the sentence of a court martial.” After Traverse is found asleep on sentinel
duty, he is taken to court and tried for the crime of sleeping at his post. Traverse details
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his state after ninety-six hours without sleep: “My whole head was sick and my whole
heart faint’; my frame was sinking; my soul could scarcely hold my body upright. . . .
[S]leep would arrest me while in motion, and I would drop my musket and wake up in a
panic, with the impression of some awful, overhanging ruin appalling my soul” (295).
The suffering he endures from sleep-deprivation is immense: “[It] was a night of mental
and physical horrors. Brain and nerves seemed in a state of disorganization; thought and
emotion were chaos; the relations of soul and body broken up” (295). Southworth
dedicates lengthy passages to describing Traverse’s gaunt appearance, his “deadly
countenance” (293), and his useless attempts to keep himself awake. At his trial, The
Judge reads aloud the Forty-Sixth Article of War, implying that Traverse is correct in
referring to his inevitable collapse as a “fatal sleep” (294). However, in Southworth’s
typical melodramatic style, the Judge acquits Traverse, having been given evidence of Le
Noir’s treachery. The suffering Traverse undergoes due to long-term sleep deprivation—
which, it is important to note, is inextricably linked to the war-time experience in
Southworth’s novel—depicts a theme authors would later explore within the context of
modernity’s everyday life.
The depictions of sleep as a crime for the lowly peon (with its codified war
origins) and sleep-deprivation as torture are common themes in turn-of-the-century
literature. From the anxious, unwed new woman of New York City to the exhausted
black sharecropper in the U.S. South, characters suffer from newly entrenched and
restrictive sleep practices, as well as the permeation of modernity into the most private
aspects of life. Thus, I add to the now standard treatment of female neurasthenia in turnof-the-century literary scholarship, a concern over how the psychosomatic requirement
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for passive rest interferes with the perpetual vigilance female characters in realist and
naturalist texts feel compelled to exert in an effort to thrive—or, at times, survive—in
modern social situations. Even as they fight through fatigue, their efforts are often
paradoxical, for their actions rarely achieve their intended results. Fleissner explains that
“Women’s new freedoms [are] inseparable from a growing sense, linking naturalist
fiction with the period’s burgeoning social-scientific work, that the traditional sense of
natural bodily life and a social public sphere must give way to a recognition of all human
life . . . and manage the facts of our existence as embodied beings” (22) Specifically,
Fleissner focuses on female characters’ compulsive behavior to show how “naturalism
depicts . . . the ongoing negotiations between the [natural and the social] that become
most visible and (most forcefully strange) in the elaborations of the smallest details of
ordinary bodily upkeep” (22). What Fleissner leaves open for investigation is another
routine, physiological requirement—sleep. This aspect of “bodily upkeep” further
complicates the ways in which the new woman figure functions within the larger fabric of
modern society. In my fourth chapter, I locate themes of sleep-discipline in Gilman’s
self-published journal the Forerunner (1909-1916) to reveal how liberation efforts on
behalf of the (white) New Woman were inseparable from the exploitation of ethnic and
non-Anglo domestic laborers.
The turn-of-the-century fixation on women’s hysteria, as well as feminist efforts
to alleviate domestic burdens, is often traced to Neurologist George Beard’s “discovery”
of neurasthenia, which Beard defined as a modern American disease that resulted from an
urbanite’s overstimulated nervous system. In his 1869 study, he declared “one of the
most constant symptoms of neurasthenia [to be] wakefulness” (182). He describes the
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nervously exhausted subject as continually experiencing the vulnerability one feels in
those “half-awakened moments at midnight, [when] we are conscious of not having full
possession of our powers to meet any attack or danger” (25). The overwhelming sense
that one’s individual nerves have their own environmental reaction emphasizes the decentered nature of a paradoxical wakefulness experienced by the New Woman character.
Neurasthenia was not a disease restricted to women, though it was primarily a diagnosis
given to privileged whites with the treatment for each sex being quite different. Drawing
on the rhetoric of Theodore Roosevelt, Lutz describes cultural concerns about
neurasthenia at the turn of the century: For men, the cure involved “strength and the
cultivation of manliness” (82), and for women, it required a full return to the domestic
sphere. Lutz summarizes Roosevelt’s claims: “[A]n elite woman selfishly pursuing a
career instead of producing offspring was tantamount to committing suicide, race
suicide” (82). The concern that women were spreading themselves too thin—stretching
themselves in all directions—is a common concern in turn-of-the-century literature, in
which depictions of the female nervous system reveal anxieties about the budding
professionalization of women.
Restorative rest and mental clarity necessitate the unified calmness of mind and
body, a state impossible to achieve when at the mercy of an independently reactive
nervous system. For the typical New Woman character, a decentering of self prevents her
from maintaining a productive wakefulness. Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900) is a
prime example. When Carrie Meeber leaves her rural home to seek work in Chicago, she
is persuaded by the charismatic salesman Charles Drouet to take up residence with him.
Later, when Drouet accuses Carrie of infidelity, she initially reacts with bravado by
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pretending to leave him, but the emotional strain depletes her and she allows Drouet to
coax her back inside. Exhausted, she drops into her rocking chair: “[Carrie] was stirred
by . . . the threat of the world outside, in which she had failed once before, the
impossibility of this state inside, where the chambers were no longer justly hers, the
effect of the argument upon her nerves, all combined to make her a mass of jangling
fibres—an anchorless, storm-beaten little craft which could do absolutely nothing but
drift” (229). Carrie’s inability to act decisively under exhaustion is again evident when
George Hurstwood startles her out of bed with a fake emergency to lure her away from
Drouet. Unfortunately for Carrie, she does not fully awaken to her situation until she is
already aboard a moving train. Hurstwood’s admission that they are leaving Chicago
“aroused her in an instant” (275). Carrie’s awakening, however, does little to save her
from the situation: “She was quite appalled at the man’s audacity. This was something
which had never for a moment entered her head. Her one thought now was to get off and
away. If only the flying train could be stopped, the terrible trick would be amended”
(276). Carrie feels herself defeated by the inescapability of modern innovation. Although
now fully aware of her situation, Carrie cannot halt the means of transportation that move
much faster than her own recognition. In my reading of Edith Wharton’s The House of
Mirth (1905) in Chapter Three, I explore similar themes in which the New Woman’s
nervous system reacts independently to modern stimuli and leading to her failure in
keeping up with the rapid pace of Gilded Age society.iv
New Woman characters are not the only turn-of-the-century literary figures whose
bodies fail to keep pace with an increasingly industrialized world. Jack London’s 1906
short story “The Apostate,” for example, recounts the personal reflections and working
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life of an exhausted, adolescent laborer. The boy’s working day typically begins by his
being “torn bodily by his mother from the grip of sleep” (16). The monotony of factory
work causes Johnny to suffer neurasthenic symptoms: “At night his muscles twitched in
his sleep, and in the daytime he could not relax and rest. He remained keyed up and his
muscles continued to twitch” (18). Eventually, he collapses from sleep-deprivation and
misses several days of work. The doctor, seemingly unaware that the boy suffers from
prolonged exhausted, announces that nothing is the matter. When the boy finally feels
rested, he comes to his own awakening, telling his mother “I ain’t never goin’ to work
again” (27). He responds to her hysterical objections by saying: “I'm plum’ tired out.
What makes me tired? Moves. I've ben movin’ ever since I was born” (27-8). Johnny sees
himself as a physical result of industrialized life. The haste of modernity has dictated all
his young life, forcing him into an unceasingly propulsion. As a result, he leaves his
mother’s home as “a twisted and stunted and nameless piece of life” (30). His deformity
is a manifestation of a body deprived of restorative rest. Johnny’s lifetime of sleep
deprivation has rendered him less of a human and more of a malfunctioning machine. His
first act as a free boy is to find a tree under which to sleep, even as his muscles continue
to twitch.v In his sleepy state, Johnny still cannot stay solitary for long, and the story ends
with him sneaking onto a train car, smiling as he lies down to make up for years of lost
sleep. As I show in my first and third chapters, literary realists Edith Wharton and Henry
James were, like the naturalist Jack London, interested in correlations between sleep
deprivation, the high-speed transit of an increasingly globalized world, and the body’s
incessant engagement with the industrialization of modernity.vi
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“The Apostate” encapsulates how industrialized labor in the second half of the
nineteenth century treated workers as if they were machines that could be easily
manipulated and operated. As the efficiency of industrial technology increased, so too
were workers expected to train their bodies according to the demands of capitalism and
consumerism. The dreams so emphasized in the sleeping worlds of Gothic and
Transcendental writers did not translate into a world where individuals had little time for
adequate sleep. Roger Ekirch explains that after the emergence of industrialized labor and
electric light, “No longer did most sleepers experience an interval of wakefulness in
which to ponder visions in the dead of night” (335). Ekirch notes an important shift that
occurred over the progression of the nineteenth century, in which night-time sleeping
hours decreased from what was on average twelve to fourteen hours “to a new pattern of
slumber, at once consolidated and more compressed” (335). Labor practices and workday
hours at the turn of the century were key components to this “new pattern” of sleeping
hours. Popular figures, such as Thomas Edison and Henry Ford, promoted themselves as
the ideal models of efficiency in the modern age. Edison, for one, argued that sleep was a
routine best left to the nation’s forebears. Alongside the emergence of his electric
lightbulb in 1879 came the inventor’s claims that long bouts of sleep were a thing of the
past. Instead, he boasted that he thrived off intermittent, short naps throughout the day
and night (Derickson 5). Henry Ford, meanwhile, was the figurehead for the eight-hour
work day. In 1914, The Ford Motor Company cut its workers’ shifts to eight hours and
gave in to union cries for “Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight hours for what
you will” (Reiss 41). As liberating as this may seem for laborers such as London’s
Johnny in “The Apostate,” a seamless eight-hour sleep schedule allows for little to no
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flexibility. Benjamin Reiss uses humor to reveal the inflexibility of these modern sleep
practices for the working class: “Eight hours, not four and four with one in the middle for
interpreting dreams or making love, or six at night and two after lunch” (41). As I will
later show, twentieth-century medical discoveries have proven that restorative sleep
practices are unique to every individual. There is no singular number of sleeping hours
that can be universally prescribed. Thus, the granting of an eight-hour night’s sleep did
little to ensure that individual workers could engage in the adequate hours and schedule
of sleep that best suited their bodies.
At the turn of the century, however, this was not a consideration. As preached by
Edison, restricted sleep equated to strength and manliness—a cultural phenomenon which
Alan Derickson refers to as “heroic wakefulness” (5). Booker T. Washington is another
historical figure who adhered to the code of “heroic wakefulness.” In his 1901 memoir
Up from Slavery, Washington writes that “The ability to sleep well, at any time and in
any place, I find of great advantage. I have so trained myself that I can lie down for a nap
of fifteen or twenty minutes, and get up refreshed in body and mind.” As the title of his
memoir implies, Washington believed that efforts to overpower the body’s natural
temptation to sleep deeply and soundly—for long stretches of time—was detrimental to
black uplift in a post-slavery America. His adherence to heroic wakefulness may reflect
his efforts to counter stereotypes of black lethargy that arose during the Antebellum
Period and proliferated into the twentieth century—a history I explore in Chapter Two in
my discussion of Charles Chesnutt’s “Uncle Julius” Tales (1887-1900).
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III. Organization
My chosen authors are uniformly curious about sleep, yet each one uniquely
explores sleep’s role in modern life. James, in his first novel Roderick Hudson (1875), vii
provides a limited account of the titular protagonist’s restlessness through the eyes of his
privileged patron Rowland Mallet. This method of characterization underscores the very
forces that direct the novel’s course of events, which I describe as the social restrictions
and cultural demands that exhaust the marginalized figure of Roderick. While Wharton
also employs conventions of psychological realism in her novel, it is her focus on the
physiological experience of sleeplessness that best exposes the limitations of the human
body within a modern environment in The House of Mirth (1905). Omniscient detail and
somatic renderings of the main character Lily Bart’s prolonged wakefulness reveal the
temporal implications of determinism—of a social world that will not accommodate the
time Lily needs to rest and restore herself. For Chesnutt in his “Uncle Julius” Tales
(1887-1900), motifs of sleep phenomena are woven into the magical realism, Southern
local color, and regional folklore of his short stories. Fantastical occurrences of sleep—
like the recurring trope of a character sleeping through an entire month—are instrumental
in Chesnutt’s illumination of racial oppression in a post-Civil War South. Gilman, on the
other hand, takes on a more didactic, yet still literary, approach to sleep and its purposes
in her self-published journal The Forerunner (1906-1916). Her fictional treatment of
sleep oscillates between utopian visions—where medically-guided sleep practices
enhance women’s social autonomy and advance modern civilization—and more
frightening sociological premonitions in which female complacency leads to a society
metaphorically drugged and stunted.
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Comprehensively, my dissertation will explore how characters’ relationship to,
and alienation from, the individual rhythms of routine rest are shaped by their subtle
forms of internalization and resistance to cultural constructs of linear time. Moreover, this
critical approach will show how these authors’ nuanced treatments of sleep phenomena
within literary realism articulate turn-of-the-century anxieties about the shifting social
identities and practices brought about by modernity. In each chapter, I show that
American literature of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century challenges sleeprelated pseudoscience by complicating the twinned expectations of wakefulness and
sleep-deprivation in a modern world. For my chosen authors, sleep is not simply a
bygone practice bested by mental practice, physical force, or electrical installation.
Instead, each text explores how sleep phenomena functions both as an inevitable aspect
of humanity and an affront to an industrialized, time-oriented culture.
“Power in Repose” is organized by author and begins with a chapter analyzing
James’s Roderick Hudson to address artistic productivity within the age of American
innovation. Reading James’s fictional sculptor Roderick Hudson against American
innovators of James’s own generation such as Thomas Edison, I explore how the novel’s
understanding of aesthetic production is inflected by a cultural demand for efficiency that
was driven by mechanization and twenty-four-hour activity. I refer to late nineteenthcentury theorists of social degeneration, such as Francis Galton and George Miller Beard,
to historicize cultural arguments that espoused the detrimental effects of industrial and
technological advancement upon artistic genius. James scrutinizes these theories through
Roderick’s character, who considers himself both a product and a victim of his cultural
moment, expending incessant effort to keep up with the times. James dramatizes
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Roderick’s deterioration through a thematic tension of kinesis and stasis, in which the
artist’s active labor produces only immobile figures and the novel’s rapid motion
culminates in untimely death, highlighting a moment in which American culture drove
human bodies to collapse. Taking measure of the late-nineteenth-century call for
efficiency, the novel forecasts the dangers of a culture that demands constant action.
In the second chapter, I show how Chesnutt’s “Uncle Julius” Tales correlate
popular stereotypes of African Americans as lethargic and indolent with black efforts to
subvert master time schedules on Southern plantations. I trace historical claims of
antebellum doctors, such as Samuel Adolphus Cartwright of Louisiana, who drew
pseudo-medical connections between race and sleep. Cartwright’s 1851 “discovery” of
Dysæsthesia Æthiopis claimed that sleepiness was a characteristic of the black race—an
inherent laziness that could only be managed through the prescription of hard labor on
slavery plantations. Drawing on the slave narratives of Harriet Jacobs, Frederick
Douglass, and Booker T. Washington, I argue that Chesnutt challenges scientific racism
by weaving together sleep-themed narratives that detail the harsh labor environments that
were the true force behind sleepy black bodies. I identify Chesnutt’s 1893 tale “A Deep
Sleeper” as the best example of how slaves in Chesnutt’s stories used deception, cunning,
and medical discourse to outwit the supposed experts whose role it was to define and
diagnose. Moreover, I argue that Chesnutt’s stories reveal how drowsy demeanors
enabled black laborers to subvert master clock time on Southern plantations in the
Antebellum and New South.
The third chapter diagnoses the pathological restlessness of Lily Bart in The
House of Mirth. I review the period’s limited understanding of sleep to show how
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Wharton’s authentic renderings uncannily precede recent discoveries in sleep medicine.
Specifically, Lily’s sleeplessness is symptomatic of the twenty-first-century concept of
“sleep debt,” in which prolonged wakefulness leads one to collapse into undesired sleep
states. Wharton exposes this truth through Lily’s ongoing struggle against sleep,
portraying exhaustion and wakefulness as symptoms of Gilded Age class oppression, in
which the incessant social duties forced upon Lily are constantly eschewed by the novel’s
more privileged characters. Furthermore, current sleep studies focus on the implications
inherent in American culture’s reorganization of time, which values industriousness and
technological interaction over an adherence to biological sleep patterns. I argue that
Wharton thematizes this concern by employing literary naturalism to reveal the temporal
implications of determinism, presenting a social world that will not accommodate the
time that Lily needs to rest and restore herself.
The final chapter examines Gilman’s portrayal of sleep in the Forerunner as
paradoxically a social privilege and a physiological necessity. Gilman correlates an
individual’s right to rest with one’s capacity for social contribution—abilities very much
determined by class, ethnicity, race, and ability. Gilman’s treatment of sleep oscillates
between utopian visions and sociological premonitions. In her utopian narratives, Gilman
draws on lessons of sleep discipline to show how medically-guided sleep practices
strengthen women’s mental and physical capacities. Other stories, meanwhile, express
anxiety over poor sleep practices that might culminate in white female complacency and
stunted racial evolution. Believing that the body deteriorates under the strain of
domestication, Gilman sought to relegate what she viewed as atavistic domestic labor to
women of racial and ethnic minorities. Throughout the trajectory of the Forerunner,
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Gilman details the social evolutionary value of brain power and establishes echelons of
labor forms that require more or less repose for renewed energy. While Gilman’s theories
of brain power and purposeful repose were clearly intended to empower working women,
they are also imbued with problematic doctrines of her day, for she ascribes restorative
rest only to those—ranked by categories of contemporary social demographics—that are
better able and more equipped to carry out national progress.
I conclude “Power in Repose” with a summary of the connections between sleep
phenomena and social compulsion to reveal a turn-of-the-century literary attentiveness to
the constraints that modernity imposed upon restorative rest. I then highlight ongoing
scientific explorations into sleep’s myriad purposes, symptoms, and effects on mental and
physical well-being to show how such literature anticipated society’s ongoing inquiries
into sleep, particularly through its anxieties about timelines for ideal sleeping hours and
fears over how poor sleep affects an individual’s social agency and contribution to
society. Ultimately, I show how the works in my study expose the complications that
have arisen within modern culture, where sleep is social privilege, while restorative rest,
regardless of one’s social standing, remains an enigmatic yet essential component of
human life.
i

Several Hawthorne scholars have observed the influence that Aylmer’s dreams have on
his decision to remove Georgiana’s birthmark. According to Jerry Herndon, Aylmer’s
“nightmares of cutting [the birthmark] away . . . drove him to seek to perfect her at the
cost of her life” (539). Mary Rucker likewise notes the powerful influence that Aylmer’s
dreams have on his growing obsession. She writes, “When Georgiana reminds [Aylmer]
of a dream in which he inexorably determines to remove the mark at the cost of her life,
he becomes conscious ‘of the tyrannizing influence acquired by one idea over his mind,
and of the lengths which he might find in his heart to go, for the sake of giving himself
peace’” (454). Lastly, Stephanie Browner goes so far as to argue that Aylmer’s dreams
culminate in spousal abuse: “Before the experiment, he dreams of ‘attempting an
operation for the removal of the birthmark,’ of going deeper and deeper with a knife in an
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effort to ‘cut or wrench it away.’ . . . His cold gaze, his dream, and the bruise make it
clear that although the tale is often funny and erotic, it is also about violence” (47).
ii

Several Hawthorne scholars have observed the influence that Aylmer’s dreams have on
his decision to remove Georgiana’s birthmark. According to Jerry Herndon, Aylmer’s
“nightmares of cutting [the birthmark] away . . . drove him to seek to perfect her at the
cost of her life” (539). Mary Rucker likewise notes the powerful influence that Aylmer’s
dreams have on his growing obsession. She writes, “When Georgiana reminds [Aylmer]
of a dream in which he inexorably determines to remove the mark at the cost of her life,
he becomes conscious ‘of the tyrannizing influence acquired by one idea over his mind,
and of the lengths which he might find in his heart to go, for the sake of giving himself
peace’” (454). Lastly, Stephanie Browner goes so far as to argue that Aylmer’s dreams
culminate in spousal abuse: “Before the experiment, he dreams of ‘attempting an
operation for the removal of the birthmark,’ of going deeper and deeper with a knife in an
effort to ‘cut or wrench it away.’ . . . His cold gaze, his dream, and the bruise make it
clear that although the tale is often funny and erotic, it is also about violence” (47).
iii

See the third chapter of Benjamin Reiss’s Wild Nights for a history of somnambulism
as a wide cultural phenomenon, which swept through medical, legal, and literary
narratives during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (91-118).
iv

The noticeable socioeconomic difference between Carrie and Lily makes little
difference in each woman’s susceptibility to the environmental forces of modernity.
Despite Lily’s privileged upbringing, she is still required to live dependently on the
provisions of others, and, like Carrie, she is continuously swept up by—and rendered a
victim to—the choices made by those with greater social agency.
v

See Leo Marx’s Machine in the Garden for an in-depth reading of the contrast between
the pastoral scene and technological advancement in nineteenth- and twentieth-century
American literature.
vi

The plots of character degeneration that track the lives of Roderick Hudson and Lily
Bart classify such works as naturalist narratives. Yet, James and Wharton, in general,
must be distinguished from most literary naturalist writers due to their realist focus on
upper-class, privileged characters. In many ways, the trials and tribulations of Lily Bart
and Roderick Hudson—while very real and ultimately life-threatening—are also tea-cup
dramas compared to the harsh, working-class lives of characters such as London’s
apostate. For further readings on the class distinctions that commonly mark important
differences between literary realism and naturalism, see the following: Michael Davitt
Bell’s The Problem of American Realism, Donna Campbell’s Resisting Regionalism,
John Dudley’s A Man’s Game, and June Howard’s Form and History in American
Literary Naturalism.
vii

According to Richard Henke, James noted in the preface to his collected works that
“Roderick Hudson was my first attempt at a novel” (258). However, James actually
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serially published the novel Watch and Ward in The Atlantic Monthly in 1871, four years
before Roderick Hudson was serially published in the same journal (39).
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Chapter 1
“The Most Restless of Mortals”: Patronage and Somnambulism in Roderick
Hudson
Standard time amounted to a reconstruction of authority—the authority Americans used
to govern themselves both in private and public life, at work and in play . . . Standard
clock time, and the mass production of mechanical timekeepers, forced people to
reconsider the meaning of machines and mechanical invention—what happened to old
notions of individuality, of individual’s place in the scheme of things, when machines
became the pattern for social organization instead of nature?
Michael O’Malley, Keeping Watch ix
There are a great many artists here who hammer away at their trade with exemplary
industry; in fact I am surprised at their success in reducing the matter to a virtuous habit:
but I really don’t think that one of them has [Roderick’s] exquisite quality of talent. It is
in the matter of quantity that he has broken down. Nothing comes out of the bottle; he
turns it upside down; it’s no use!
Henry James, Roderick Hudson 238
In the final lines of Roderick Hudson, Rowland Mallet is deemed, by his cousin
Cecilia, to be “the most restless of mortals” (388). Yet, in the novel’s opening, Cecilia is
wholly unnerved by Rowland’s torpid demeanor. She bemoans his lack of social
responsibility, advising, “Bestir yourself, dear Rowland, . . . you are expected not to run
your course without having done something handsome for your fellow-men” (51). The
only passion Rowland can muster is for the arts, so Cecilia facilitates a patronage
relationship, in which Rowland sponsors the talents of her young friend and aspiring
sculptor Roderick Hudson. Rowland is so enthralled with Roderick’s work that he
promptly arranges for their transport to Europe to begin Roderick’s training. As Cecilia is
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dismayed to discover by the novel’s end, it is this very arrangement that results in
Rowland’s ultimate reduction to perpetual restlessness.
Initially, Roderick seems a cure for Rowland’s melancholic longing for selfexpression. Upon visiting Cecilia’s New England home, Rowland articulates such a
concern: “Do you know that sometimes I think I’m a man of genius, half-finished? The
genius has been left out, the faculty of expression is wanting; but the need for expression
remains” (56). In response, Cecilia offers him the other half of his genius—a young man
with the power to express Rowland’s devotion to aesthetic ideals. This aspiring sculptor
possesses a restless energy that Rowland, who sees himself as “an idle, useless creature”
(56), fails to embody. Rowland becomes overseer to Roderick’s work and, consequently,
develops a passionate desire to see his investment prosper, both through the provision of
productive labor and emotional companionship. While much has been written about the
latter and, more specifically, the homosocial and homoerotic desire that underscores
Rowland’s patronage,viii American literary studies calls for a closer look at the bodily
repercussions of such an arrangement within the context of late nineteenth-century
industrialized American culture.
Rowland aspires to control and direct Roderick’s talent, so that he might profit,
personally and monetarily, by his patronage. Wendy Graham explains that, unlike a
typical employer, Rowland’s speculations about Roderick as a tool for increased financial
and cultural capital are subconscious: “Because his passions and worldly interests are
insufficiently differentiated, for Rowland the field of commercial endeavor is fraught
with temptations that have been sublimated by the culture at large” (106). Rather than
view his patronage as a business venture, Rowland sees his act as a contribution to
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America’s aesthetic culture.ix At the same time, however, Graham asserts that
“[Rowland] cannot think outside the prison of the American idiom, in which all forms of
striving can be reduced to cash value. . . . Though Rowland steadfastly maintains a
distance from the means of production and from commercial institutions, he still thinks
like a capitalist” (106-7). Rowland as capitalist-entrepreneur is symptomatic of the time
when James was writing, in which apprenticeships morphed into positions of wage labor
within an increasingly industrialized nation. William Gleason explains that, in the era
between the 1840s and the 1880s in the United States, a “radically transforming shift
from a premodern, preindustrial culture—one that emphasized the individual worker and
his or her talents for creative productivity—to a modern industrial society that required
the anonymous labor of an increasingly undifferentiated mass of workers” (58). This
change transformed the ways in which Americans conceived of hired labor, contributing
to what Gleason describes as “the development of new jobs, new workplaces, new hours,
and new recreations, [and] American social and cultural values as well” (58). The
business relationship established between Rowland and Roderick is emblematic of a
newfound rejection of a worker’s right to free time. Directives regarding working hours,
recreational activities, and access to periods of rest were increasingly divvied out to
laborers by their supervisors.
It may seem that Rowland’s wealth and Roderick’s desire to sculpt fine art, as
well as their relocation to Europe, situates their patronage scheme outside the realm of
Industrial American culture, but I argue against this presumption. Throughout the novel,
Roderick is increasingly compelled to work around the clock to create artwork for
Rowland, which in turn enhances Rowland’s visibility as a member of the leisure class.
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In his 1899 study The Theory of the Leisure Class, Thorstein Veblen defines masculine
displays of “conspicuous consumption” as a turn-of-the century trend in which men of
wealth and social privilege assert their upper-class status through a “spectacle of
honorific leisure which in the ideal scheme makes up his life” (ch. 3). By appropriating
Roderick’s productivity as a means for his own social contribution, Rowland establishes
himself as a man of the leisure class. Veblen explains that, when not “in the sight of
spectators,” “evidence [of] leisure . . . can be done only indirectly, through the exhibition
of some tangible, lasting results of the leisure so spent—in a manner analogous to the
familiar exhibition of tangible, lasting products of the labour performed for the gentleman
of leisure by handicraftsmen and servants in his employ” (ch. 3). During their time
abroad, Rowland reigns over Roderick’s time, expecting him to be as productive as a
working-class artist while Rowland himself plays the role of leisurely gentleman. Unlike
Roderick’s apprenticeship with the local lawyer Barnaby Striker, Rowland’s patronage
requires Roderick to take on all the productive labor, while Rowland does no real work.
Moreover, Rowland expects Roderick to suppress his own personal ambition so that his
labor can bring to life Rowland’s artistic vision. Ultimately, Roderick must keep time
according to Rowland’s directive, diminishing his agency to that of what James depicts as
a reengineered machine.
Rowland requires a steady performance of artistry, and comes to treat Roderick as
his own mechanical watch—a machine that must be attuned to consistent timekeeping,
according to the owner’s hand. At the novel’s end, Rowland’s arrangement culminates in
Roderick’s breakdown and his deathly fall from a cliff in the Swiss Alps. As the
patronage plot drives the story to its inevitable conclusion, it articulates James’s cultural
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concerns about male artistry as a precarious social identity at the turn of the century. In
the novel’s first appearance—a serial publication in The Atlantic Monthly in 1875,
Rowland likens Roderick to “a watch that’s running down” (68). Through Rowland’s
words, James implies that the indentured nature of the patronage arrangement impedes
Roderick’s bodily restoration. James portrays the artist as growing increasingly exhausted
by his efforts to reconcile Rowland’s expectations with his own artistic agency: Roderick
aims to unite the cultural and aesthetic ideals of Rowland’s extinguishing leisure class
with a fierce working-class industriousness, viewing this combination as a means for
redefining and invigorating the collective social consciousness of white men in America.
In the end, however, Roderick’s efforts prove a failure to both the artist and the patron.
After Roderick’s death, Rowland’s attempt to appropriate Roderick’s talent—as his own
method for social contribution—only results in Rowland’s manifestation of the same
restlessness that prohibited Roderick from productive labor. This experiment of
patronage, which renders Rowland “the most restless of mortals” by the novel’s end,
underscores the fact that even the most socially privileged were not immune to the
repercussions of America’s increasing emphasis on twenty-four-hour productivity at the
turn of the century.
In this chapter, I ask how the novel’s understanding of aesthetic work is inflected
by a cultural demand for efficiency, one particularly driven by mechanization and
twenty-four-hour activity. According to the novel’s 1907 preface, James composed much
of the story in New York City “in almost ceaseless writing activity” (Long 45). Such
industriousness was symptomatic of the city’s urban environment. James recalls the
stirrings of bustling productivity when he was just a boy, witnessing firsthand the tumult
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of The New York Tribune office: “That was a wonderful world indeed, with strange
steepnesses and machineries and noises and hurrying bare-armed, bright-eyed men” (A
Small Boy). Despite its vision of wonderment in James’s childhood memories, this
frenetic environment had real repercussions for even its highest executives in the
following decades. For instance, in 1872, the death of esteemed editor Horace Greeley
inspired eulogies that bemoaned his lack of “a good night’s sleep in fifteen years” and
feared that “night work is ‘killing our literary men’” (qtd. by Freeberg). A round-theclock commitment to labor practices took hold and infiltrated all social strata of city
workers, including the artistic and literary minded, such as Greeley and later James
himself. Like members of the media who were compelled to keep up with the news,
James felt the pressure of staying relevant in an increasingly harried publishing industry.
The emergence of Thomas Edison’s electric-powered lightbulb only amplified
industrialized “night work” and concerns over the dangers of New Yorkers newfound,
electrical lives. In the years surrounding James’s composition of Roderick Hudson, New
York’s assiduous atmosphere was exacerbated by an Edisonian model of endurance.
Edison, who embodied society’s push for innovation, “attracted perhaps the widest
attention of the age in the press, journals, and popular books” (Trachtenberg 66). In the
years surrounding the publication of Roderick Hudson, the Edison Electric Light
Company was incorporated in lower Manhattan. For the white man—either working class
or socially elite—who was nervous about modernity’s many advancements, Edison
provided a formula for productivity and social success. According to Alan Trachtenberg,
“[Edison’s] natural genius, flourish[ed] without formal school training, and his instinctual
entrepreneurship . . . led him unerringly to . . . marketable inventions” (66). Thus,
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Edison’s eminence erupted from his combination of incessant productivity with “natural
genius.”
For James’s Roderick Hudson, however, productive labor refuses to be naturally
in sync with performative genius. Instead, anxieties of artistry and production plague
James’s protagonist and do little to synchronize the two components of Edisonian
success. James’s concern in drafting Roderick’s character, as he explains in the 1907
preface, is to depict the young artist as “special, that his great gift makes and keeps him
highly exceptional; but that is not for a moment supposed to preclude his appearing
typical (of the general type) as well; for the fictive hero successfully appeals to us only as
an eminent instance, as eminent as we like, of our own conscious kind” (43). Thus,
Roderick, as a talented sculptor, represents the creative genius of James’s generation,
failing to survive within a culture plagued by demands for efficiency and productive
labor. The novel is embedded with anxieties over the survival of the artist-type, a concern
common among evolutionary theorists. For instance, Frances Galton, a cousin of Charles
Darwin, warned of the dangers modernity posed to the artist “race” in his 1869 study
Hereditary Genius: “The Poets and Artists generally are men of high aspirations, but, for
all that, they are a sensuous, erotic race, exceedingly irregular in their way of life” (225).
Such peculiarity, Galton argues, has led the artist to become a dying breed. He maintains
that an artist may only survive if he has “the severity and steadfast earnestness of those
whose dispositions afford few temptations to pleasure, and he must, at the same time,
have the utmost delight in the exercise of his senses and affections” (227). In Galton’s
view, the artist-type develops out of one’s natural ability to evenly pair inspirational
pleasures with steady productivity. Edisonian ethics align with Galton’s evolutionary
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standpoint, in which the balance of natural genius with disciplined labor is vital to the
success of the modern-day artist.
Roderick, exemplar of Galton’s “dying breed,” fails to balance artistic genius with
a working-class mode of production. His deterioration is portrayed through a rapid series
of incidents and blunders, a sequence that James criticizes in his reflective preface. He
admits, “The time-scheme of the story is quite inadequate” (preface 42). He casts such a
failure as purposeful, however, arguing that “Roderick’s disintegration” (43) functions as
“a gradual process . . . [rather than] the effect of the great lapse and passage, of the ‘dark
backward and abysm of time’” (44).x In this way, James cautions his reader against the
assumption that some preeminent force initiates Roderick’s demise. Instead, James
frames Roderick’s breakdown as a series of encounters between the individual and his
environment: “What I clung to as my principle of simplification was the precious truth
that I was dealing, after all, essentially with an Action, and that no action, further, was
ever made historically vivid without a certain factitious compactness” (45). James, then,
identifies the novel’s timeline dilemma as necessary in revealing the “historically vivid”
nature of Roderick’s undoing.
James’s careful charting of Roderick’s decline is entrenched in the cultural
moment. For instance, the novel prefigures George Beard’s hypothesis about artistic
genius in his 1881 study American Nervousness. Beard argues that “geniuses who are
very precocious may be looked upon as the last of their race or of their branch—from
them degeneracy is developed; and this precocity, despite their genius, may be regarded
as the forerunner of that degeneracy” (263). Roderick’s very first sculpture on display—
the boy statuette—is ultimately the greatest of his creations,xi exemplifying a
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precociousness that, according to Beard, could potentially result in deterioration and
possibly early death. Thematic destruction, therefore, accounts for the novel’s underlying
irony: For a work premised on the processes of action (Roderick’s continuous attempts to
produce noteworthy objects out of artistic genius), James ascribes to his titular character
the profession of sculptor—an artistic practice that culminates in a figure forever in
stasis. I locate the novel’s dramatization of artistic degeneracy in the way the sculptor’s
active, performative labor produces only immobile figures: Just as the sculptural
processes result in permanent inaction so too does the novel’s rapid motion end in
Roderick’s stillness after his deadly fall from a mountain, highlighting a moment in
which American culture drove human bodies to collapse.
Tension between kineticism and stasis underscore the questions of bodily control
that emerged in the last quarter of the nineteenth-century. In Mark Seltzer’s Bodies and
Machines, he argues that “James’s representation of the typical American, and the
practice of the later nineteenth-century novel generally, richly instance the uncertain
relations between persons and things, artifacts and bodies, and instance also the anxieties
and appeals they generate” (63). The Civil War’s end to slavery, the development of the
women’s rights movement, and increasing proponents of labor reform emphasized the
dangers of bodily appropriation. Likewise, creators were being conceived of more and
more according to their creations. Echoing the cultural practice of conflating innovator
with invention—such as Edison with his electric lightbulb, Rowland sees his patronage as
a means for possessing both the artist and his artistic creations. As a result, Roderick
conceives of himself as a victim of circumstance—a cultural product of his age who
expends incessant effort to keep up with the times. By portraying the myriad ways in
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which the human body might be halted—by collapsing into exhausted sleep, being
shaped into sculpted stasis, or succumbing to the stillness of untimely death—Roderick
Hudson foresees the dangerous effects of a culture that compels individuals to constant
action.

I. Roderick’s Restlessness and the “Right to be . . . Tired”
Rowland, the reader quickly learns, is a failed flâneur. The narrator explains that
he lacks the role’s “prime requisite . . . the simple, sensuous, confident relish of pleasure”
(RH 58). His protestant upbringing prevents him from being an “irresponsibly
contemplative nature” (58), but neither is he “a sturdily practical one” (58). Rowland
feels he is wholly made up of contradictions: “[H]e was forever looking in vain for the
uses of the things that please and the charm of things that sustain. He was an awkward
mixture of strong moral impulse and restless aesthetic curiosity, and yet he would have
made a most ineffective reformer and a very indifferent artist” (58). It is just after these
reflections, however, that Rowland expresses nothing short of absolute fascination at the
sight of Roderick’s artwork. Cecelia presents Rowland with a sculpture Roderick has
gifted her. Rowland is enthralled by the figure of a “pretty boy” (59) lustily drinking from
a cup etched with the title: “Thirst” (59). Through an exchange of dialogue, Rowland and
Cecilia conflate Roderick’s identity with his bronze creation. Although Roderick is well
past twenty, Cecilia and Rowland both conceive of him in adolescent terms, with the
former “regard[ing] him as a child” (60) and the latter imagining him to be a “happy
youth” (60). In Charles Baudelaire’s The Painter of Modern Life (1863), he describes the
flâneur figure as seeing the world as one does in youth: “The child sees everything as a
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novelty; the child is always ‘drunk.’ Nothing is more like what we call inspiration than
the joy the child feels in drinking in shape and color” (8). Rowland seeks someone to
channel his own artistic passion and finds the ideal man in the form of a boy drunk off his
own sensuous vision of the world. Baudelaire writes that “The man of genius has sound
nerves, while those of the child are weak. With the one, Reason has assumed an
important role. In the other, Sensibility occupies almost the whole being” (8). Composed
of tough nerves (RH 53), Rowland hopes that the boy behind the sculpture can express
what he himself cannot. Before even meeting the sculptor, Rowland is convinced he has
met the ideal flâneur, through whose eyes he might see the world with a “sensuous,
confident relish of pleasure.”
As he explains to Cecelia, Rowland believes that “True happiness . . . consists in
getting out of one’s self; but the point is not only to get out—you must stay out” (53). In
Roderick, Rowland hopes to invest both his own self-worth and his wealth. He views the
boy as someone in need of care, adhering to Baudelaire’s conception of the flâneur as “an
artist perpetually in the spiritual condition of the convalescent” (8). In this scene,
Rowland sees in the Thirst statuette Roderick’s artistic aspirations, his naiveté, and his
desire for worldliness. In the novel’s 1986 Penguin edition, Patricia Crick notes that the
novel’s allusive descriptions of the statuette as a “Hylas or Narcissus, Paris or Endymion”
(59) serve as “premonitions of Roderick’s fate” (390). Most notably, the Endymion myth
provides insight into the nature of Rowland’s patronage. In the tale, the Goddess Selene
is so taken by the beauty of a young shepherd that she has him put to eternal sleep. In
doing so, Selene takes possession of Endymion’s body to gaze upon as she wishes. Like
Selene, Rowland wishes to transform Roderick into an object of his taking, as he
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conflates the sculptor with his “Thirst” statue and so desires both. As the narrative later
reveals, Rowland misreads the passionate desire conveyed in the statue and instead
perceives of Roderick as his own sleeper to control and direct, particularly through his
treatment of the artist as a somnambulist of genius.
Rowland’s early acts of tutelage aim to elevate Roderick’s social status, and he
does so by encouraging Roderick to perform great feats of art without making any visible
effort. During their first encounter, Rowland assures Roderick that artistic genius is the
result of unconscious action: “I read in a book the other day that great talent in action—in
fact the book said genius—is a kind of somnambulism. The artist performs great feats, in
a dream” (66). Rowland compares creativity to the oblivion of sleepwalking, of one’s
body functioning outside conscious awareness. James may have derived Rowland’s
observations from his reading of Frederic Henry Hedge’s “Characteristic of Genius”
published in 1868. In his Atlantic Monthly essay, Hedge likens the genius to a
somnambulist: “What somnambulism is to ordinary sleep, that genius is to ordinary
waking,—a conscious clairvoyance, as somnambulism is an unconscious one. It is a
higher waking; it dissolves the dream-band, which in ordinary men interposes between
the subject and the object, lifts the heavy lid, and informs with new and sincere
perceptions the quickened sense” (155). This description reinforces the perpetual
wakefulness that underlies Roderick’s artistic efforts. According to Hedge, true genius
requires one to dissolve the “dream-band” and lift the “heavy-lid,” all while maintaining
a “quickened sense.” Thus, Hedge’s genius-somnambulist metaphor defines creative
action as an artist’s sleepwalker ability to access the dream world whilst awake.
Rowland, meanwhile, puts on own twist on Hedge’s genius somnambulist by warning
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Roderick: “We must not wake [the artist] up, lest he should lose his balance” (RH 66).
Using Hedge’s metaphor for his own gain, Rowland implies that Roderick should take on
a somnambulist-sleeper state to become a true artist of genius. Furthermore, he sees
Roderick as only capable of performing the “childhood” aspects of the artist-flâneur.
Baudelaire writes that “Genius is nothing more than childhood recovered at will—a
childhood now equipped for self-expression with manhood’s capabilities, and a power of
analysis which enables it to order the mass of raw material which it has involuntarily
accumulated” (8). Rowland sees himself as having the “power of analysis” to provide
“order” to Roderick’s “involuntarily” bursts of creativity. Thus, in Roderick’s case, sleep
serves as a catalyst for production—a kinetic force that actively works against its
biological function as a means for restorative rest in stasis.
Roderick takes Rowland’s somnambulist insight to mean that sleep—as
unconscious rejuvenation—will bring forth, upon arousal, artistic inspiration. After their
first few months abroad, Roderick’s complaint to Rowland lends insight into the classrelated tension—between physical labor and artistic creativity—posed by the
somnambulist metaphor: “I want to dream of a statue. I have been working hard for three
months; I have earned a right to a reverie” (105). Roderick conflates two distinct modes
of production, for he expects his productive labor to be naturally followed by
unconscious, creative abandon. Rowland, meanwhile, implies that, as a true
somnambulist-genius, Roderick need never exhaust himself with conscious effort in the
first place. Roderick’s conclusion better articulates the medical ways in which
somnambulism was conceived of during the period and acts in opposition to Hedge’s
genius as somnambulist. In an 1869 study A Physician’s Problems, Charles Elam defines
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somnambulism as a physical ailment: “As night and day are united by twilight,—as the
two great divisions of organic existences merge into each other . . . so sleep allies itself to
waking by dreaming, by sleep-talking, and by . . . Somnambulism . . . [which] expresses
only the activity of one function, —locomotion” (341). Elam argues that the activities a
body performs while in a somnambulist state are “mere mechanical repetitions of daily
performances” (343) and correlates such a case with working-class men: “It is those acts
which are most habitual by day that are most frequently re-enacted by night, and these are
sometimes of an extraordinary nature. The simplest are those connected with visiting the
various scenes of labor. A young man [for instance] being asleep in the pump-house of
the mine in which he worked” (344). Elam enumerates several examples of industrial
laborers who, in their sleep, carry out previously performed tasks. This supports
Roderick’s belief that months of labor should lead him to a somnambulist strain of true
genius, for, as he sees it, he has studied Classical art so intensely that he may continue his
efforts in his sleep, as do the working men in Elam’s study.
Rowland’s contradictory requirements—that Roderick train as a productive
worker while simultaneously reserving himself as a man of genius (to be both kinetic and
in stasis simultaneously)—anticipates a paradox that underscores On Vital Reserves, a
pair of essays penned by James’s older brother William. In “The Energies of Men”
(1907), the elder James argues that every man has a hidden store of energy that can
enable him to overpower fatigue. “The Gospel of Relaxation” (1899), on the other hand,
urges its readers to adhere to strict principles of repose. In the former, James argues that,
if a man pushes past fatigue, he will find himself “fresher than before, . . . hav[ing]
evidently tapped a level of new energy masked until then by the fatigue-obstacle.” (4).
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The work ethic Rowland envisions for Roderick follows this principle, in which
Roderick—through a somnambulist state—pushes through fatigue, further utilizing his
mysterious fund of energy to channel Rowland’s artistic vision. According to James,
“Our organism has stored-up reserves of energy that are ordinarily not called upon, but
that may be called upon: deeper and deeper strata of combustible or explosible material,
discontinuously arranged, but ready for use by anyone who probes so deep, and repairing
themselves by rest as well as do the superficial strata. Most of us continue living
unnecessarily near our surface” (“Energies” 5). Upon meeting Roderick, Rowland is
intrigued by the young man’s volatility. Thus, he hopes to tap into Roderick’s “deeper
strata of combustible or explosible material” by reconfiguring Roderick-as-engine for
better efficiency.
Roderick aspires to unstop Roderick’s “bottled lightning”—a key phrase in “The
Gospel of Relaxation.” James defines the condition as an “absence of repose” (“Gospel”
59), whereby individuals exhaust themselves by behaving hysterically. The opening
descriptions of Roderick convey him as having the two characteristics (a praise-worthy
“combustibility” and a condemnable “bottled lightning”) that are described in James’s
pair of essays. Roderick, in fact, is the very embodiment of a lightning rod, for he is
described as a neurotic youth practically buzzing with electricity. Concurring with
Cecilia’s accusation that he does “everything too fast” (62), Roderick elaborates, “‘I
know it!’ . . . ‘I can’t be slow if I try. There's something inside of me that drives me. A
restless fiend!’” (62). When he appears, Roderick is the very vision of one dangerously
close to electrocution: His first line, “I’m dripping wet!” (62), implies possible
combustion, as he ruffles his hair into a “picturesque shock” (62). Jane Thrailkill reads
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Roderick’s charged energy as James’s attempt to trouble the Cartesian dualism, for
Roderick’s nervous system and physical body have simultaneous and interconnected
reactions to the outside world (36). Indeed, Roderick seems to have little control over his
nerves’ reaction to environmental stimuli. When Cecilia offers him a cup of tea to
“restore . . . [his] equanimity,” Roderick refutes the calming effects of tea, telling her that
it prolongs his wakefulness and forces him to face the following day “With my nerves set
on edge by a sleepless night” (63). Roderick’s combustible demeanor and over
dramatization of tea’s detrimental effects underscore the agitative nature of his inner
“restless fiend.”
James’s Vital Reserves essays perpetuate a cultural contradiction that his younger
brother seemingly investigates in his first novel. In kinetic and stasis contradiction, the
elder James pushes men to access their inner “combustibility” while simultaneously
denouncing “bottled lightning” as a “characteristic national type” (60) exemplified by the
“intense, convulsive worker [who] breaks down and has bad moods so often that you
never know where he may be when you most need his help, —he may be having one of
his ‘bad days’” (“Gospel” 61). Such a description illustrates Roderick’s character
throughout the novel, whereas Rowland is a model for James’s “Gospel of Relaxation”
(that is, until Roderick’s death). The paradox of simultaneous kineticism and stasis is best
articulated through the following conjecture from “Gospel of Relaxation”: “I suspect that
neither the nature nor the amount of our work is accountable for the frequency and
severity of our breakdowns, but that their cause lies rather in those absurd feelings of
hurry and having no time, in that breathlessness and tension, that anxiety of feature and
that solicitude for results, that lack of inner harmony and ease” (62). In Roderick Hudson,
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such feelings are far from “absurd.” Roderick depends on successful patronage to provide
for his mother and fiancé in New England. Unlike Rowland, he cannot rely on inherited
wealth to make his way in the world—or to sit in passive stasis while others do work for
him. This lack of financially stability instills in Roderick deep anxieties—a freneticism
that can neither be resolved through a newfound work ethic nor a blind allegiance to
Rowland’s worldview.
Rowland, meanwhile, cannot see past his wealthy position to anticipate such
obstacles. Instead, he naively speculates on Roderick’s electrified demeanor. First, he
notes that the young artist is physically akin to a rod: “The fault of the young man’s
whole structure was an excessive want of breadth. The forehead, though it was high and
rounded, was narrow; the jaw and the shoulders were narrow; and the result was an air of
insufficient physical substance” (RH 64). Rowland notices that Roderick seems
constantly overcome by some internal power source: “Mallet afterwards learned that this
fair, slim youth could draw indefinitely upon a mysterious fund of nervous force, which
outlasted and outwearied the endurance of many a sturdier temperament. And certainly
there was life enough in his eye to furnish an immortality!” (64). This last observation
implies that Roderick’s incessant energy might be siphoned for Roderick’s benefit.
Rowland aspires to teach Roderick how to balance his nervous energy and master a selfcontrol necessary for artistic production. The younger James, then, lends a preemptive
case study response to his brother’s call for “a topography of the limits of human power .
. . a study of the various types of human being with reference to the different ways in
which their energy-reserves may be appealed to and set loose” (“Energies” 39).
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Rowland’s efforts and subsequent failures do, indeed, expose the limits of appealing to
and setting loose another’s “energy-reserves.”
As the first syllable of Roderick’s name implies, he serves as a bearer of energy
that Rowland hopes to wield for his own benefit. Likewise, the etymological connotation
of “Rowland’s cognomen—Mallet,” as Michèle Mendelssohn explains, “is indicative of
his role as creator, as a human incarnation of a sculptural tool. Roderick is created by
Rowland insofar as he owes his identity as an artist to Rowland’s patronage” (530).
Paradoxically, Rowland is racked by guilt for being what he considers “an idle useless
creature”: “He had sprung from a rigid Puritan stock, and had been brought up to think
much more intently of his duties of this life than of its privileges and pleasures” (RH 54).
As Mendelssohn observes, “Rowland is aware . . . that action and production are
fundamental elements of life” (517). Yet, Rowland is “able neither to act nor to produce,
[so he] resolves to search outside himself for happiness, . . . Patronage provides a pretext
for the realization of his own dream” (517). Without having to lift the mallet himself,
Rowland’s wealth and cultural capital affords him, through Roderick’s labor, a conduit
for artistic expression. In short, Rowland remains in stasis while Roderick is forced into a
state of perpetual freneticism.
Roderick’s New England sculptures express the artist’s fears of objectification
and allude to his self-perception as a marginalized member of society. Before seeing
Roderick’s studio, Cecilia provides Rowland with a detailed account of Roderick’s life,
depicting him as a young man oppressed by his schismatic personhood. As the son of a
timorous New England girl and a Virginian slave owner who drank himself to death,
Roderick’s bloodline reflects both the Protestant work ethic of the Industrial North and
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the stereotypical lethargy of landowning Southerners. While his formative years took
place on a slavery plantation, he was relocated to his mother’s New England home after
his father’s death. By experience and by blood, Roderick is a mingling of contradictory
American identities. Whereas his father lived licentiously on his inherited estate, his
mother came from a “Massachusetts country family” (67). As a descendant of both
Southern gentry and working-class New Englanders, Roderick sees unity only in the
“whiteness” of both sides. Thus, he relies upon race to amalgamate his contradictory
lineage and, as the novel later shows, a desperate means of affirming his own agency.xii
James’s foreshadowing is evident when Roderick walks Rowland through his
makeshift New England studio. As Leland Person notes, “Surveying Roderick’s early
sculptures reveals an interesting range of male figures with obvious roots in the historical
moment” (127). Furthermore, each piece represents various forms of objectification that
Roderick has witnessed or experienced in his own life: “One was a colossal head of a
negro tossed back, defiant, with distended nostrils; one was the portrait of a young man
whom Rowland immediately perceived by the resemblance to be his lost brother; the last
represented . . . the vivid physiognomy of Mr. Barnaby Striker” (72-3). The first piece is
a remnant of Roderick’s earliest memories, for it depicts a facial expression that Roderick
must have imagined from his childhood as the son of “an owner of lands and slaves”
(67). Despite being of “colossal” proportions and looking “defiant,” implied skin color
nevertheless relegates the bust’s subject to enslavement. David Roediger explains that
mid-nineteenth century white workers in the North and South “define[d] and accept[ed]
their class positions by fashioning identities as ‘not slaves’ and as ‘not Blacks’” (13).
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Roderick, then, cannot see the indentured nature of Rowland’s proposed patronage due to
his internalization of whiteness as socially superior.
While I do not want to argue that Roderick’s patronage experience is anything
compared to the conditions of black enslavement in the U.S. South, I am suggesting that
James uses the Negro sculpture to suggest that white identity blinds Roderick from seeing
other aspects of social injustice, such as class oppression. Historian David Roedigger
explains that for white workers in the U.S., “The pleasures of whiteness could function as
a ‘wage’ . . . That is, status and privileges conferred by race could be used to make up for
alienating and exploitative class relationships, North and South. White workers could,
and did, define and accept their class positions by fashioning identities as ‘not slaves’ and
as ‘not Blacks’” (13). Furthermore, Roderick’s whiteness prevents him from achieving an
authentic work ethic that could potentially enable his success under Rowland’s patronage.
As Roedigger summarizes, W. E. B. Du Bois “argued that white supremacy undermined
not just working class unity but the very vision of many white workers. He connected
racism among whites with a disdain for hard work itself, a seeking of satisfaction off the
job and a desire to evade rather than confront exploitation” (13). Throughout the course
of the novel, this is exactly what Roderick does. As the enormity of his obligation to
Rowland hovers before his eyes, he refuses to negotiate with Rowland in an effort to
improve his working conditions. Instead, he grows increasingly unproductive: He flaunts
the social privilege afforded by Rowland’s patronage without doing any real work. He
opts to live akin to Veblen’s description of the pecuniary gentleman, in which the
“substantial

canons of the leisure-class scheme of life are a conspicuous waste of time and

substance and a withdrawal from the industrial process” (ch. 13). Roderick eventually
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refuses to bolster Rowland’s lifestyle of conspicuous consumption and instead aspires for
his own life of leisure.
The class oppression, to which Roderick initially turns a blind eye, is embodied in
the second bust: a rendering of his deceased brother coupled with a “small model design
for a sepulchral monument” (RH 72). Having “New England blood [that] ran thicker in
his veins than the Virginian” (67), his brother Stephen died fighting for the Union Army
in the Civil War. Roderick portrays his brother as forever at rest, yet still reaching for the
instrument he wielded in defense of the Union: “The young soldier lay sleeping eternally
with his hand on his sword” (72). The sleeping figure is a fine representation of the
novel’s thematic paradox of stasis and freneticism. Although in a permanent sleep, the
soldier’s hand remains on his sword—as if ever ready to swing into action. Seeing
himself as his brother’s opposite, Roderick does not foresee himself as suffering the same
fate as his brother. Through contrasting descriptions, Cecilia reflects, “Stephen, the elder,
was [their mother’s] comfort and support. I remember him . . . [a] practical lad, very
different from his brother . . . a very fine fellow” (67). Whereas Stephen held allegiances
to nation and home, Roderick was “horribly spoiled” (67) growing up. In adulthood,
Roderick resents his brother’s passing, as it forces him to adhere to his mother’s
instructions so that he might properly provide for her. He complains to Roderick: “She
would fain see me all my life tethered to the law like a browsing goat to a stake. In that
way, I am in sight” (76). With characteristic histrionics, Roderick perceives his
indentured role as something from which only Rowland can rescue him. Rather than be
like his brother—a knight forever obliged to care for others, Roderick envisions himself
as a fair creature in need of rescue and protection.
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Roderick’s melodramatic vision of himself as a shackled creature, forced to act at
the behest of his mother, lends insight into the oppressive nature of the third bust. It is
modeled after Mr. Striker, who tells Rowland he is a “self-made man, every inch of me!”
(89). Espousing Galton’s definition of a successful artist, Mr. Striker preaches to
Rowland: “The crop we gather depends upon the seed we sow. [Roderick] may be the
biggest genius of the age; his potatoes won’t come up without his hoeing them. . . . Take
the word for it of a man who has made his way inch by inch and doesn’t believe that we
wake up to find our work done because we have lain all night a-dreaming of it; anything
worth doing is devilish hard to do!” (89). Mr. Striker, then, is the exact opposite of the
idly refined Rowland. The latter hopes to flee to Rome, where he can partake in an
“idealized form of loafing; a passive life . . . [that] thanks to the number and the quality
of one’s impressions, takes on a very respectable likeness to activity” (53). In Roderick’s
eyes, then, Rowland provides a path away from the pressures of American
industriousness, as embodied by Mr. Striker. Richard Henke observes that, by setting
“passivity. . . against the activity of the masculine other” (257), James’s early works
feature a doubling of male characters that “challenges a singular conception of masculine
identity” (257). In Roderick Hudson, the productive power of masculine activity is called
into question. Rowland, a man of wealth and privilege, knows only a decorum centered
around idleness and leisure. Roderick, on the other hand, feels compelled to behave in a
similar fashion, while also working to fulfill his commitment to sculptural production.
As Roderick’s “catalyst,” Rowland is perturbed by any expression, on Roderick’s
part, of inaction or exhaustion. Rowland premises Roderick’s artistic capacity on the
amount of sculptures he produces under his patronage, paying him in advance for twelve
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statues. In this way, Rowland sees Roderick’s physical body as a vehicle for production
and a “financial investment” (Mendelssohn 518). Through such a relationship, class
status determines Rowland’s role as incentivizor and Roderick’s as creator. Mendelssohn
points out that “As Roderick’s patron, Rowland essentially serves as a catalyst. He goads
Roderick into action while remaining inactive himself; . . . being a catalyst, is not in itself
an action, but it generates action” (518). Even as Rowland remains in stasis, he forces
Roderick in frenetic labor by moderating his time and behavior, placing trust in
Roderick’s mysterious “divine facility” (RH 114).
When Roderick appears drowsy, Rowland fears for the longevity of his
investment. In an early instance, after Roderick informs Rowland of his betrothal to Mary
Garland, Rowland notes that Roderick’s “climax was a yawn” (102). Erotic
disappointment implies Rowland’s feeling of being romantically rejected (whether by
Mary Garland or Roderick, it remains unclear) and highlights Rowland’s frustration with
Roderick’s lack of transparency. Naomi Sofer accounts for Rowland’s obscure romantic
desire and, more importantly, identifies Rowland’s fear of disconnection from Roderick’s
artistic performativity.xiii Once in Rome, after perusing a vast trove of Classical art,
Roderick responds to their explorations by “throwing himself back with a yawn” (103)
and complaining of “an indigestion of impressions” (103). Rather than garner energy and
inspiration from the legendary art that surrounds him, Roderick is alarmingly fatigued.
Each time Roderick displays weariness where there should be stamina, Rowland frets
over Roderick’s appreciation for Classical art and his potential for mastering its
reproduction.
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To Rowland’s disappointment, being deprived of hands-on work only enervates
Roderick. Rather than passively consume art, Roderick longs to create it. For Rowland,
this is problematic to his investment. He expects Roderick to learn the skills of leisureclass art consumption so that he may then emulate the classics in his sculptural work.
Roderick fails to respect this stipulation of Rowland’s patronage, telling him, “The other
day, when I was looking at Michael Angelo’s Moses, I was seized with a kind of
defiance—a reaction against all this mere passive enjoyment of grandeur” (104).
Roderick’s response is underscored by a working-class sentiment—a desire to rebel
against the passive privilege of aesthetic culture. Roderick argues that, to truly appreciate
art, one must attempt its creation. For Roderick, mere artistic consumption is tiresome,
while aesthetic creation is a source of invigoration. This offends Rowland’s sensibilities,
who expects Roderick’s industry to serve as an expression of his own artistic sentiments.
Veblen’s discussion of conspicuous consumption details the intentions underscoring
Rowland’s education of Roderick:
The tendency to some other than an invidious purpose in life . . . , the
purpose of which is some work of charity or of social amelioration. . . .,
proceeds . . . [from] the motive of an invidious distinction. . . . This last
remark would hold true especially with respect to such works as lend
distinction to their doer through large and conspicuous expenditure; as, for
example, the foundation of a university or of a public library or museum;
but it is also, and perhaps equally, true of the more commonplace work of
participation in such organizations. These serve to authenticate the
pecuniary reputability of their members, as well as gratefully to keep them

47

in mind of their superior status by pointing the contrast between
themselves and the lower-lying humanity in whom the work of
amelioration is to be wrought (ch. 13).
Rowland’s efforts at “an invidious pursuit in life” derive, as Veblen describes, from “the
motive of an invidious distinction.” In the opening pages of the novel, the narrator
concedes, “That Mallet was without vanity I by no means intend to affirm” (52). While
conversing with Cecilia, Rowland feels “gently wooed to egotism” (52), as he muses on
his “own personal conception of usefulness” (52): “He was extremely fond of all the arts,
. . . [and] there prevailed a good deal of fruitless aspiration toward an art-museum. He
had seen himself in imagination, . . . in some mouldy old saloon of a Florentine palace,
turning toward . . . some scarcely-faded Ghirlandaio or Botticelli, while a host in reduced
circumstances pointed out the lovely drawing of a hand” (52). After he and Roderick are
introduced, Rowland comes to see the sculptor as the real-life replacement for his
imagined “host in reduced circumstances”—in Veblen’s words, a man of “lower lying
humanity”—whose labor will provide Rowland with the classical art that he may then
claim as his gift to the world.
In keeping Roderick’s company throughout the day, Rowland expects him to
behave as a man of leisure outside his working hours. Thus, he celebrates Roderick’s
incessant labor and late-night social calls as “the happiest modus vivendi betwixt work
and play” (114). The latter represents social activity (masked by idleness) within the
leisure class. Rowland’s constant surveillance of Roderick, even during times of “play,”
is characteristic of the ways in which “work” and “play” became antitheses to be
moderated by overseers within American industry. Gleason explains, “One of the most
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striking results of the mid-century shift from the more seasonal work rhythms of
preindustrial agricultural toil to the day-in, day-out wage-driven shifts of American
industrial society was stricter and stricter separation of ‘work’ and ‘play’ hours” (45).
Therefore, Roderick’s successful “play” represents his assimilation within Rowland’s
leisure class.
Roderick’s efforts at “work and play,” however, leave him no time for sleep. In
his creation of the Adam and Eve sculptures, for instance, Roderick spends “a month shut
up in his studio; he had an idea and he was not to rest till he had embodied it” (111).
Roderick feels compelled by some unspecified force to avoid rest until his sculpture is
complete. He succeeds in maintaining a persistent wakefulness as he earnestly follows
Rowland’s timeline of production, providing his patron with a sculpture after his first
three months abroad (107). To Rowland’s delight, Roderick manages to balance his
daytime labor with long nights of social activity: “[Roderick] wrestled all day with a
mountain of clay in his studio, and chattered half the night away in Roman drawingrooms. . . He enjoyed immeasurably . . . the downright act of production. He kept models
in the studio till they dropped with fatigue” (114). Yet, nothing in the novel implies that
Roderick’s character is anything more than human. Therefore, as foreshadowed by the
models who “dropped with fatigue” during his early days of inspiration, Roderick’s body,
too, must eventually succumb to similar exhaustion.
Rowland fails to acknowledge Roderick’s reliance on routine rest, for he believes
that Roderick retains infinite energy. This accounts for Rowland’s surprise when, after
completion of the Adam and Eve statues, the sculptor feels exhausted. With a “somber
yawn” (129), Roderick tells Rowland he is at a loss for inspiration. Rowland is surprised
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by Roderick’s need for rest, reflecting that “He was in a situation of a man who has been
riding a blood-horse at a steady elastic gallop, and of a sudden feels him stumble and
balk” (129). Mendelssohn likens Rowland to “a successful stockholder whose
investments make money and thus work for him so that he does not have to, Rowland
understands patronage to mean that the artist works, creates, and (re)produces for his
patron” (518). Rowland’s association of Roderick with a thoroughbred, a “blood-horse,”
emphasizes that Roderick is an object of speculation and investment. Moreover, Rowland
feels his patronage is so powerful that he can control Roderick’s access to rest. “Because
Rowland sees Roderick as action incarnate,” explains Mendelssohn, “Rowland comes to
believe that his role is ‘to render scrupulous moral justice’ to Roderick” (518-9). Under
the constraints of Rowland’s charge, Roderick does not feel in control over his ability to
rest. Later on, Roderick details his artistic genius likewise through an equestrian frame
but, in his conception, an exhausted horse only means that he must bear his burden on his
own back: “Nothing is more common than for an artist who has set out on his journey on
a high-stepping horse to find himself all of a sudden dismounted and invited to go his
way on foot” (196). In this scenario, Roderick allots himself much less agency than
Rowland allows himself. The passive voice in Roderick’s observation leaves the reader
curious about the forces that dismount the artist. Rowland’s reflection, on the other hand,
places him in control of both the reins and the horse’s pace. He need only allow his horse
a moment of rest before returning it to its “steady elastic gallop.”
From the outset of his patronage, Rowland invests in both Roderick’s artistic
production and, like a horse, his physical body—treating the young artist like his own
tool and instrument. In Rowland’s mind, Roderick’s figure is as aesthetically valuable as
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his sculptures: “Rowland vaguely likened him to some beautiful, supple, restless, brighteyed animal, whose motions should have no deeper warrant than the tremulous delicacy
of its structure, and be graceful even when they were most inconvenient” (69). That
Roderick’s movements “should have no deeper warrant” than to display his “structure”
distinguishes his importance, in Rowland’s eyes, from a value solely based on his artistic
creation. Mendelssohn defines Rowland’s “socially and contractually sanctioned
justification for watching his ward” as his “right to sight” (514). Rowland presumes that
Roderick’s “motions” merely function to flaunt his handsome structure. Therefore, one
can easily reason that, according to Rowland, Roderick’s body possesses the power to
create but lacks the faculties to carry out such tasks effectively and efficiently. Like the
subjects of Roderick’s early sculptures who are scrutinized around the clock, Roderick is
rendered perpetually available to Rowland’s watchful gaze. Moreover, Roderick’s
“bright-eyed” quality recalls the “hurrying bare-armed, bright-eyed men” that James
witnessed as a boy, carrying out the orders of newspaper executives in The New York
Tribune office.
For Rowland, Roderick’s abilities are so innate that any notion the young man has
of his artful purpose is misguided and requires redirection. Roderick reconciles
Rowland’s all-commanding patronage by trying to merge both of their artistic aspirations
under a cloak of whiteness. However, as the narrative progresses, Roderick’s endeavors
to mimic Rowland’s classical ideals deprive him of inspiration. To celebrate Roderick’s
first new sculptures abroad, Rowland hosts a party of fellow artists, and Roderick reveals
his efforts to synchronize his artistic aspirations with those of his patron. He makes a
passionate appeal for uniquely American art, and his speech is rife with evocations of
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industrial manliness, nativism, and Darwinian discourse: “We stand like a race with
shrunken muscles, staring helplessly at the weights our forefathers easily lifted. But I
don’t hesitate to proclaim it – I mean to lift them again! I mean to go in for big things;
that is my notion of art. I mean to do things that will be simple and vast and infinite”
(123). Roderick’s words reflect the onset of a middle-class trend, which Gail Bederman
describes as “a cult of the ‘strenuous life’” (11), that sought to revitalize white male
power: “Between 1880 and 1910, . . . middle-class men were especially interested in
manhood. Economic changes were undermining Victorian ideals of self-restrained
manliness. Working-class and immigrant men, as well as middle-class women, were
challenging white middle-class men’s beliefs that they were the ones who should control
the nation’s destiny” (Bederman 15). Roderick’s declaration, then, reflects a postantebellum anxiety amoung working-class men over modernity’s destabilization of class,
gender, and racial identity. Roderick’s internalized elitism runs its course through his
artistic overtures. As the son of a slaveowner, he implies that his ancestors maintained a
racial superiority that his generation fails to uphold, thus he intends to channel his restless
energy and aesthetic efforts into uplifting the white racial spirit. Sarah Blair explains that,
“James entertains the romance of cultural exhaustion in numerous texts of travelogue in
order to reconstitute the données of ‘race and instinct’ as aesthetic or imaginative
resources, through which the enterprise of ‘general culture’—of Spencer’s
‘civilization’—can be renegotiated and redeemed” (29). Roderick’s pleas to his dinner
companions, then, reflects his longing to reaffirm his white masculinity and class identity
through art.
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Meanwhile, Rowland continually rejects Roderick’s efforts to infuse his
sculptural work with his “notion of art.” He dismisses Roderick’s commitment to
“fling[ing] Imitation overboard” (70) to achieve a “National Individuality” (70). Rather
than take the young man seriously, Rowland reimagines Roderick as having the selfawareness of a “restless, bright-eyed animal.” As Sofer articulates, Rowland’s patronage
comes with specific stipulations that direct Roderick’s actions:
According to the terms of Rowland’s proposal, Roderick will be entering into a
relationship with a ‘friend’ who is willing to pay in advance for future works,
clearly a mark of great faith. However, when Roderick exclaims, ‘You believe in
me!’ Rowland hastens to ‘explain’ that his belief in Roderick is actually
contingent on a large number of ‘ifs’ and that Roderick will be held to Rowland’s
standards from what constitutes acceptable levels of ‘struggle’ and the exercise of
‘virtues.’ . . . It is, in fact, a business relationship: a contractual agreement in
which Rowland has . . . purchased an interest in Roderick’s life and behavior,
something that Rowland clearly understands and attempts to convey to Roderick
(190).
Given that Roderick feels limited, bound, and antagonized by his life in New England, he
settles for Rowland’s conception of the ideal sculptor and the provisions of their verbal
contract. Eventually, though, Roderick suffers from the exhaustive nature of his
agreement with Rowland, in which he labors at the command and benefit of his patron.
This occurs most pointedly when Roderick finally admits to Rowland his feelings of
enervation. Rowland is taken aback by Roderick’s confession but, because of his recent
productivity, Rowland deems Roderick deserving of rest. Roderick takes Rowland’s
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observation as permission to be exhausted and asks self-consciously, ‘Do you think I
have a right to be [tired]?’ (129). Rowland’s acknowledgment of Roderick’s fatigue
hinges on the patron’s power to monitor Roderick’s behavior. Therefore, when Roderick
proposes that he separate from Rowland in his pursuit of restoration, Rowland grows
increasingly agitated. His response leads Roderick to confess: “I have a perpetual feeling
that you are expecting something of me, that you are measuring my doings by a
terrifically high standard. You are watching me. I don’t want to be watched! I want to go
my own way; to work when I choose and to loaf when I choose” (130). Roderick
articulates the exhaustive nature of being under constant surveillance. Rowland
tentatively approves Roderick’s request but, after a month passes, grows increasingly
frustrated. In Rowland’s eyes, Roderick is only deserving of restorative rest when it
serves as compensation for his labor, and he has no way to measure Roderick’s
proficiency when he is out of sight. Rowland’s efforts to keep an eye on Roderick
increase throughout the course of the novel. Moreover, as I explain in the next section,
Rowland’s perception of Roderick’s body as an instrument transforms from metaphors of
animality to mechanization as he seeks further control over Roderick’s time and labor.

II. The Pendulosity of Genius: From Somnambulist to “Sleeping Beauty”
Roderick does, indeed, benefit from restorative rest while away. He strolls
through Switzerland as does the flâneur, loafing from town to town and lazily observing
local customs. In his first letter to Rowland, he writes “I was walking twenty miles a day
in the Alps, drinking milk in lonely chalets, sleeping as you sleep, and thinking it was all
very good fun” (135). In his enumeration of activities that were “all very good fun,”
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Roderick emphasizes the natural rhythms of sleep. Rather than see his body’s capitulation
to unconscious rest for what it is—a necessity, Roderick views sleep as one of the
privileges of temporary escape. Unfortunately for Roderick, his time away culminates in
his further indebtedness to Rowland. Thus, James implies that Roderick is compelled by
Rowland’s power of patronage to put in more work for taking personal time away.
Self-control, or the balance necessary to maintain one’s productive powers, is
framed in Roderick Hudson as a masculine strength. Amidst his meandering, Roderick is
coerced into traveling to Baden, where he forfeits much of Rowland’s money to
gambling. Upon returning, Roderick confesses to Rowland all that transpired and
promises to channel his energy into the creation of another sculpture in two months’ time.
Roderick repeatedly proves his inability to maintain balance in his life. As Roderick
grows increasingly anxious over his artistic agency, he considers himself to be less of a
man: “Six months ago I could stand up to my work like a man, day after day, and never
dream of asking myself how I felt” (162). Eric Haralson argues that “Roderick Hudson
establishes a set of concerns for masculine potential, variety, and relationships” (31).
More specifically, the novel questions whether a male artist might still maintain his
masculinity if he fails to hone his craft. Per Rowland’s observation to Cecilia in the
novel’s opening scenes, balance and control are essential to the masculinity of the male
artist: “When a body begins to expand, there comes in the possibility of bursting; but I
nevertheless approve of a certain tension of one’s being. It’s what a man is meant for”
(81). Rowland’s emphasis on a “certain tension of one’s being” represents the tension
between stasis and freneticism and resonates with Alan Derickson’s definition of “heroic
wakefulness” (2). In tracing the historical connections between masculinity and
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wakefulness, Derickson notes that nineteenth century innovators, like Edison, did not
devalue sleep completely. Instead, they believed in sleeping only as little as possible to
continue with one’s work. It was the indulgence in “unproductive rest” (5) that equated to
unmanliness.
James looks back to Hawthorne to investigate the effeminacy of Roderick’s
becoming overwhelmed by artistic ambition. In The Marble Faun (1860), women must
be in constant action—fully frenetic. Otherwise, they are at a risk of a “dangerous
accumulation of morbid sensibility,” something akin to a perilous electrical charge:
The slender thread of silk or cotton keeps [women] united with the small,
familiar, gentle interests of life, the continually operating influences of which do
so much for the health of the character, and carry off what would otherwise be a
dangerous accumulation of morbid sensibility. A vast deal of human sympathy
runs along this electric line, . . . And when the work falls in a woman’s lap, of its
own accord, and the needle involuntarily ceases to fly, it is a sign of trouble, quite
as trustworthy as the throb of the heart itself (Hawthorne 33).
Women are safe from an electrified hysteria, as long as they remain busy in their
adherence to productive output. Miriam, one of the female artists in The Marble Faun,
suffers when her paintbrush “involuntarily ceases to fly” (33). Like Roderick, she is
plagued by inner fiends. When she notices Donatello perusing her sketches, she cries, “I
did not mean you to see those drawings. They are ugly phantoms that stole out of my
mind; not things that I created” (37). Akin to Roderick’s early statues, Miriam’s artwork
is inspired by her inner anguish. Her method of art composition is a stark contrast to
James’s masculine mode of art production. Like a lightning rod, men should have the
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masculine ability to harness and moderate their artistic energy. The inability to control
artistic flow, Hawthorne implies, is a feminine trait.
Despite Rowland’s encouragement, Roderick, like Hawthorne’s Miriam, cannot
master his art through self-control. As Sheila Teahan points out, the enigma of artistic
intention becomes the focus of the novel’s second half: “The question of originality and
belatedness that Roderick Hudson inherits from The Marble Faun are (at least
thematically) evaded altogether; the novel swerves in mid-course from an inquiry into
what it means to be an American artist in the late nineteenth century to an allegory of the
problem of the will” (160). The allegory that Teahan elucidates is framed in genderspecific terms. The will is a problem in so far as its possessor embodies transgressive
gender traits. Rowland, for instance, proposes a seemingly easy remedy for Roderick’s
anxieties. He tells him to be “stronger in purpose, in will” (RH 139). To this, Roderick
replies:
The will, I believe, is the mystery of mysteries. Who can answer for his will? who
can say beforehand that it’s strong? There are all kinds of indefinable currents
moving to and fro between one's will and one's inclinations. People talk as if the
two things were essentially distinct; on different sides of one's organism, like the
heart and the liver. Mine I know are much nearer together. It all depends upon
circumstances. I believe there is a certain group of circumstances possible for
every man, in which his will is destined to snap like a dry twig (138-9).
Roderick admits his lack of strong resolution. He cannot discern between will and
inclination, which, like Hawthorne’s “electric line [of human sympathy],” is comprised of
“indefinable currents moving to and fro.” The image of flowing electricity connects the
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“different sides of [Roderick’s] organism” and recalls the reader’s first image of an
electrified Roderick, drenched in sweat and hair standing on end. Unlike Rowland’s
vision of manly control over one’s inner tension, Roderick’s body is constantly
overwhelmed by an internal energy—a mighty current that constantly threatens his
masculine composure.
After his return from Baden, Roderick increasingly suffers fits of emotional
breakdown, and Rowland is devastated to find that Roderick cannot balance his electrical
feminine energy with a masculine work ethic. As the stress of producing new artwork
weighs on the artist, Roderick grows increasingly emotional: “He was discontented with
his work, he applied himself to it by fits and starts, he declared that he didn’t know what
was coming over him; he was turning into a man of moods” (142). Failing to achieve
inspiration through self-discipline, Roderick seek creative revelation in unconscious
dream-states. He asks Rowland, “Is this of necessity what a fellow must come to . . . this
damnable uncertainty when one goes to bed at night as to whether one is going to wake
up in an ecstasy or in a tantrum?” (142). Ironically, by fretting over the possibility of
awakening without inspiration, Roderick deprives himself of the calm necessary for
bodily repose. He seeks out moments of rest where he can find them, declaring at one
point, “I shall take a nap and see if I can dream of a bright idea or two” (197). In this
scene, Rowland does his best to guide Roderick toward a masculinized work ethic, telling
him “If you have work to do, don't wait to feel like it; set to work and you will feel like
it” (197). Roderick, however, refuses to set “to work and produce abortions!” (197) and,
instead, passively hopes for genius to strike.
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As Rowland oversees Roderick’s nap-time, he notices the approach of Christina
Light, a beautiful young woman who fascinates Roderick. Her name denotes
illumination, indicating that she, like Roderick, carries some mysterious, internal energy.
Like a lightbulb, Christina illuminates and compounds Roderick’s electrified hysteria.
Rowland grows increasingly weary of her interactions with the artist, fearing her
encouragement of Roderick’s impetuousness. In an earlier scene, Christina tells Rowland,
“[Roderick] seems to have something urging, driving, pushing him, making him restless
and defiant” (184). In Rowland’s eyes, Christina aggravates Roderick’s inner fiend and is
a distraction to his work. Indeed, upon her arrival, she immediately awakens Roderick
from his slumber. When Rowland tries to stop her, she refers to him as “Mr. Hudson’s
sheep-dog” (199), while her companion, Prince Casamassima, deems Roderick a
“Sleeping Beauty in the Wood” (199). In perceiving of the pair as sleeping beauty with
her devoted male guardian, the Prince and Christina assign Roderick an effeminate role.
Whereas Rowland seems comfortable with the homosocial intimacy of providing vision
to his personal somnambulist, he seems to, at least subconsciously, fear a heterosexual
mutation of such a relationship, in which he plays sheep-dog protector to a helpless(ly
useless) sleeping beauty.xiv Such a transformation would release Roderick from the
constraints of masculine productivity and deprive Rowland of his promised artwork.
Moreover, this metamorphosis would reverse the roles of stasis and freneticism, forcing
Rowland to labor while Roderick rests.
To counteract Christina’s influence, Rowland does his best to redefine his patron
status and regain control over Roderick’s time. Midway through the novel, he begs
Christina Light to leave Roderick alone. Her influence, according to Rowland, is
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detrimental to Roderick’s productivity: “Hudson, as I understand him, does not need, as
an artist, the stimulus of strong emotion, of passion. He is better without it; he is
emotional and passionate enough when he is left to himself. The sooner passion is at rest
therefore the sooner he will settle down to work” (emphasis added 231). Rowland implies
that the only “stimulus” Roderick needs to work productively is that which Rowland can
provide. He also hints that Roderick should put his desires to sleep, so that he may
perform as a somnambulist to Rowland’s directives. Any excess “passion” inspired by
Christina would only push Rowland’s restlessness into a state of morbidity. This scene
provides a complete picture of Rowland’s conception of a somnambulist Roderick—one
whose personal desires are put to rest, while his body labors in the creation of Rowland’s
vision.
Christina replies by accusing Rowland of treating Roderick like a watch of his
own making. Comparisons of Roderick with a mechanical timepiece occur time and time
again in the novel’s second half and reinforce Rowland’s power over the young artist.
Christina sees Rowland’s expectation of Roderick’s perpetual freneticism as tied to both
movement and time. What Christina misses in her astute observation, however, is that
Roderick only represents the measure of time through the motion of a clock’s hands.
Rowland is the winder of the clock, which sets the time according to which Roderick’s
mechanics must keep track. In this way, the motion of timekeeping, for Roderick,
represents both how he registers Rowland’s command of time and how he attempts to
overcome it—a futile gesture, for no one can outrun the clock.
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In discussing mechanical clock culture after 1870, Michael O’Malley writes:
The design of American clocks and watches, in the advertising and publicity they
generated, consistently reiterated a few basic themes. Mechanical timekeepers
stood for getting control—gaining power over the confusing and potentially
hostile world of schedules, appointments, and standard time, or gaining power
over unruly employees. But they also encouraged a strange merger of personal
authority, of identity, between timekeeping machines and their owners. Clock
time, machine time, savored unmistakably of discipline, surveillance, and control
in both the design of the objects themselves and the discourse surrounding them”
(151).
O’Malley’s passage captures the discursive treatment of Roderick-as-clockwork in the
novel, for Roderick keeps time according to Rowland’s command. Rowland replies to
Christina question—“If I leave him alone he will go on like a new clock, eh?” (RH
231)—in the affirmative, telling her that, because of her company, Roderick is “like a
very old clock indeed” (231). Unwittingly, Rowland foreshadows similarities between the
young artist and Christina. When Rowland encounters the young lady at mass, she
confesses her envy of Rowland’s entitlement to rest. He challenges her with being too
young to say such a thing. She contradicts him by speaking of her mother’s absolute
control, which has aged her prematurely (psychologically, not physically): “I was a little
wrinkled old woman at ten” (227). Christina’s confession calls to mind the image of Lily
Bart in The House of Mirth who, looking in the mirror, frets over the increasing worry
lines across her face. As you will see in Chapter Three, Lily spends countless nights
awake stressing over the possibility of leaving unfulfilled her mother’s dying wish that
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she marry into wealth. James renders Christina’s premature aging more figuratively,
suggesting that youthful indulgences such as beauty sleep are unattainable for a girl
whose mother intends to sell her to the highest bidder. Mendelssohn explains that,
“Rowland, through his gaze, reifies Roderick. Rowland is in effect acquiring creations as
well as a creator, a person who can produce for him. In this respect, Roderick becomes
one of Rowland’s creations, in the same sense that Christina Light is the product of her
mother’s efforts and a work of art saleable on the marriage market” (527). Like Roderick,
Christina exhibits her own form of genius throughout the novel. She is intuitive and
highly intelligent. She exemplifies the precocity of genius that, according to Beard, is
often morbid and prematurely aging in its excess. Therefore, the metaphorical renderings
of these two marginalized characters—Christina Light as (albeit invisibly) prematurely
aged and Roderick as deteriorating clockwork—emphasize the bodily strain of social
indentureship.
Roderick frets over his lack of self-control and increasingly believes his
susceptibility to exhaustion is the source of his failure. He sees a night’s bedrest as a risk,
at least figuratively, to his loss of genius. He internalizes Rowland’s perception of him as
clockwork, asking: “What if the watch should run down, . . . and you should lose the key?
What if you should wake up some morning and find it stopped, inexorably, appallingly
stopped?” (195). By correlating weakness with the unconscious abandon of deep sleep,
Roderick imagines that his genius, as a machine-like apparatus, might breakdown
overnight. O’Malley suggests that, “Efficient machines became analogous to the ‘survival
of the fittest’ in human society. Would men and women have to become like machines—
amoral, running with mechanical regularity—in order to survive an industrial society?”
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(178). Here O’Malley draws a correlation between two conceptions of time’s passing.
The first are micro units of time, in which the machinery of the human worker grows
overtaxed by the industrial working day. The second are macro units of time, represented
by the evolutionary scale that, according to eugenicists like Galton, follows the white
race into degradation. Sleep, then, as a bodily impediment, is a danger to both the steady
automation of Roderick’s creative genius, as well as to the ongoing existence of the
artist-type within American culture.
Try as he may, Roderick cannot overcome his impulse towards rest and suffers
from increasing exhaustion. He muses on this conundrum when he observes to Rowland,
“The whole matter of genius is a mystery. It bloweth where it listeth and we know
nothing of its mechanism. . . . If it gets out of order we can't mend it; If it breaks down
altogether we can’t set it going again” (RH 196). For Roderick, remaining ever vigilant to
one’s creativity is necessary. Yet, he views genius as both autonomous and mysterious,
so he has no sure means of keeping it up. Therefore, he is left to anguish over his body’s
physical limitations and his mind’s failure at self-mastery. Rowland fears Roderick’s
impending breakdown, reasoning that “[Roderick’s] beautiful faculty of production was a
double-edged instrument, susceptible of being dealt at back-handed blows at its
possessor” (190-1). While the “possessor” in Rowland’s reflection is left unspecified, it is
apparent that he hopes to possess Roderick’s artistic skill by controlling Roderick’s
physical body and, so, feels betrayed when Roderick’s behavior does not accord with
him.
After Rowland blames Christina for Roderick’s languishing effort, Roderick
chafes under Rowland’s possessiveness. He responds with rancor: “When you expect a
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man to produce beautiful and wonderful works of art you ought to allow him a certain
freedom of action, you ought to give him a long rope, you ought to let him follow his
fancy and look for his material wherever he thinks he may find it! . . . In labour we must
be as passionate as the inspired sibyl; in life we must be mere machines” (192).
According to Graham, this passage represents Rowland’s perception of Roderick “as a
better class of servant in whom clockwork regularity is prized. . . . For Rowland,
Roderick is merely a mechanical difficulty that can be corrected through reengineering”
(121). Roderick’s response, then, articulates the oppressive nature of being the clockwork
that ticks away Rowland’s conception of labor time. Rowland refuses him the personal
freedom to explore artistic inspiration while, at the same time, expecting him to produce
artwork in an automaton fashion. Even for someone as restless and energetic as Roderick,
his round-the-clock performance as Rowland’s somnambulist pushes him toward bodily
collapse.
Roderick begins to resent his innate “genius,” viewing it instead as a dangerous,
external force that is controlled through Rowland’s mesmeric mastery over his
somnambulist self. For Roderick, his artistry becomes an oppositional force that places
his own agency in peril. He contends, “If I’m to fizzle out, . . . let me at least go out and
reconnoitre for the enemy, and not sit here waiting for him, cudgeling my brains for ideas
that won’t come!” (192). In defiance masculine self-composure and eager to “fizzle out,”
Roderick predicts his own future deterioration: “I’m prepared for failure. It won’t be a
disappointment, simply because I shan’t survive it. The end of my work shall be the end
of my life” (196). In this sense, Roderick accepts his embodiment of Rowland’s brokendown timepiece. Because it is up to Rowland to control his impetuous nature—a task at
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which the patron has failed, Roderick describes himself as his own maker’s doomsday
clock: “’I have a conviction that if the hour strikes here,’ and he tapped his forehead, ‘I
shall disappear, dissolve, be carried off in a cloud! For the past ten days I have had the
vision of some such fate perpetually swimming before my eyes. My mind is like a dead
calm in the tropics, and my imagination as motionless as the phantom ship in the Ancient
Mariner!” (196). So thoroughly the (ill-suited) clock of Rowland’s making, Roderick tics
off the seconds as he taps his forehead, keeping count of the time that passes without his
having produced any sculptural work.
Rowland reacts to Roderick’s morbidity by internally wishing that the sculptor
“had more of little Sam Singleton’s vulgar steadiness” (197). He longs for Roderick to
imitate Singleton’s version of the American male artist—one who follows a steady,
working-class methodology. At first, Rowland values the turbulence of true genius
(Roderick) over his working-class counterpart (Singleton); but, after struggling with
Roderick’s failure to steadily produce, he comes to appreciate artists who sell their
artwork like any other household ware.xv Toward the novel’s end, Roderick sees in the
painter Singleton what he lacks in himself. Roderick tells him, “You remind me of a
watch that never runs down. If one listens hard one hears you always—tic-tic, tic-tic”
(361). Adhering to the model of Edisonian success, Roderick associates the productive
artist with routine output. However, his nervous impulses dictate his behavior and deprive
him of the self-control necessary for such a rhythm. He is left only to rely on unconscious
abandon to create his art and, subsequently, is damned by his inability to master control
over his own body.
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Conclusion
Eventually, Roderick’s emotional distress overwhelms him. Deprived of
Christina’s company, Roderick finds new ways to escape artistic labor and affirm his own
social agency.xvi After bursting into Rowland’s room at four in the morning, Roderick
“flung himself into an armchair and chattered for an hour” (223). Roderick behaves as the
classic flâneur, staying up all night and wandering the streets in an effort to lord his
aristocratic superiority over those forced to labor during the day. He espouses the role
that Rowland aspired to—and admired Roderick for embodying—at the start of the
novel. Ironically, Rowland now views such behavior as the result of a horrific
transformation: “[He was] willing to wait for Roderick to complete the circle of his
metamorphoses, but he had no desire to officiate as chorus to the play” (224). When
Roderick pushes Rowland for commentary, Rowland refuses: “Allow me to say I am
sleepy. Good night!” (224). Roderick, nonetheless, prattles on. Rowland fails to send
Roderick away and so loses time that would otherwise be dedicated to rest. For Rowland,
Roderick’s recent changes represent a dangerous turning point (“the circle of his
metamorphosis”), in which he is becoming personally impacted by Roderick’s unrest. In
the beginning, he was enthralled by Roderick’s flâneur attitude, but now he has come to
see the economic and bodily repercussions of Roderick’s behavior. In a letter to Cecilia
following the incident, Rowland writes, “He’s too confoundedly all of one piece; he
won’t throw overboard a grain of the cargo to save the rest. Fancy him thus with all his
brilliant personal charm, . . . his look as of a nervous nineteenth-century Apollo, and you
will understand that there is mighty little comfort in seeing him in a bad way” (238).
Rowland implies to Cecilia that he himself is endangered by Roderick’s deterioration. By

66

viewing himself as the single witness to Roderick’s “metamorphoses,” Rowland
acknowledges the role reversal at play. Rowland’s transformation mirrors the realization
described in Hegel’s master-slave dialectic in which a longing for social and personal
recognition results in the master’s taking on the very class-conscious characteristics that
make the “slave” his “other.”xvii Through his efforts to police Roderick’s behavior and
enforce his masterly role, Rowland discovers that the patronage arrangement has
eventually caused a reciprocal effect, in which Roderick’s restlessness deprives Rowland
of bodily restoration.
Upon his death, Roderick becomes the figure of stasis, forcing Rowland to
assume the freneticism he has avoided throughout the novel. Rowland accepts this
transmission of restlessness, evinced by the pleasure the patron experiences in keeping
watch over Roderick’s helpless, inanimate corpse. The events of Roderick’s death—
suggestive of a fall from a clifftop—are indirectly rendered: The reader learns of it only
after Rowland and Singleton discover the artist’s cold body lying at the bottom of a
ravine. Eerily similar to his sheep-dog protection of Roderick as he naps in the park,
Rowland watches over Roderick’s dead body while Singleton goes for help. During this
time, Rowland notices that, “The eyes were those of a dead man, but in short time, when
Rowland closed them, the whole face seemed to awake. Roderick’s face . . . looked
admirably handsome” (386). At last, Rowland gains control over Roderick’s vision,
which enables him to look “admirably” upon the young man’s masculine representation.
This image anticipates the fin-de-siècle scenery that appears in turn-of-the-century
literature, such as Selden’s reflections upon seeing the dead Lily Bart at the end of The
House of Mirth.
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Halfway through the novel, Rowland reinforces the implications of his patronage,
telling Roderick “Whatever happens to you, I am accountable. You must understand that”
(189). Roderick replies, “That’s a view of the situation I can’t accept; . . . I know all I
owe you; I feel it; you know that! But I am not a small boy nor an amiable simpleton any
longer, and, whatever I do, I do with my eyes open. When I do well the merit’s my own;
if I do ill the fault’s my own!” (RH 189). Roderick resists the temptation to embody, for
Rowland’s pleasure, the Thirst statuette or an Edenic Adam. He proclaims that he must
see the world through his own eyes and be full beneficiary—or failure—of his own work.
This metaphor opposes Rowland’s vision of Roderick as his own somnambulist. This
experiment, as Roderick later explains, is one that will have inescapable repercussions for
Rowland: Roderick asks, “What am I, . . . but an experiment? Do I succeed—do I fail? It
doesn’t depend on me” (196). Months later, as Roderick’s inert body lies fully vulnerable
to his possessor, Rowland acknowledges his role in Roderick’s death, reflecting upon the
ordeal as a deeply personal failed investment: “Roderick’s passionate walk had carried
him farther and higher than he knew; . . . He had made the inevitable slip, . . . Now that
all was over Rowland understood how exclusively, for two years, Roderick had filled his
life. His occupation was gone” (387). Rowland cannot leave his patronage unscathed, for
Roderick’s death has left Rowland without anything to show for his efforts. Restlessness,
in this way, acts as a contagion that infects Rowland for having failed in his patronage.
He accepts the burden of perpetual freneticism that he hoisted upon his now dead patron.
Despite his privilege, Rowland is unable to secure a mode of production that can
exist outside of his own bodily effort. Roderick’s death, therefore, seems a precursor to
Peter Quint’s demise in James’s 1898 novella Turn of the Screw, whose “fatal slip, in the
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dark” (317) from some steep slope, results in a deadly head wound. Like Quint’s ghost,
Rowland emerges from Roderick’s passing as a spectral version of his tutelage. Whereas
Quint’s inferred pedophiliac relationship with his young student leads to a ghostly
haunting, Rowland’s conflation of patronage and possession prompts a spectralized
slippage from his former self into a frenetic embodiment of the young artist. As he
incessantly wanders between the homes of Mrs. Hudson and Cecilia, he haunts the spaces
that Roderick formerly inhabited, becoming, as Cecilia professes in the novel’s final
lines, “the most restless of mortals” (388).
viii

For readings of the novel’s homoerotic and homosocial themes, see Graham, Haralson,
Henke, Matheson, Mendelssohn, Person, Rowe, Sofer, and Woods.
ix

In Elizabeth Duquette’s reading of Rowland’s patronage, she articulates its underlying
social and economic implications:
Roderick’s artistic creations would be socially useful, Rowland suggests, bringing
aesthetic pleasure to people as the sculpture ‘Thirst’ had delighted Cecilia. By
providing the conditions of possibility for such labor, Rowland himself would be
able to be simultaneously useful and idle. . . . In serving the idea of Roderick’s
social value, Rowland could achieve for himself a nearly ideal form of happiness.
. . . Since he cannot achieve the fullest sort of personal satisfaction, Rowland
contents himself with rendering judgments of other people’s actions, moral and
aesthetic, thereby providing a standard of taste that supplants the need for action”
(165).
x

In this passage from the novel’s 1907 preface, James quotes Shakespeare’s The
Tempest, in which Prospero encourages Miranda to recall her earliest memories, hoping
that her heritage will direct her fate. In this way, Prospero implies that Miranda’s
outcome is predetermined, for her powerful lineage will protect her from environmental
forces.
xi

After seeing a photograph of Roderick’s Thirst statuette at Rowland’s dinner party,
Sam Singleton concludes that Roderick “had only to lose by coming to Rome” (125).
xii

The literal interpretation of Roderick’s paternal family name, despite its Southern
origin in the novel, evokes the historical importance of the Hudson River. It also hints at
the author’s own lineage and his personal formation of inherited whiteness. In James’s
autobiography, he traces the “infusion” of English, Scotch and Irish that encompassed his
familial bloodline. He is most admiring of his grandmother, Catherine Barber, whose
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Anglo-Saxon purity “represented for us in our generation the only English blood—that of
both her own parents—flowing in our veins” (A Small Boy). He also takes pride in the
industriousness of his forefathers, who settled on the banks of the Hudson River and
profited from its proximity. Like Roderick, James synthesizes his diverse lineage into one
image of prosperous whiteness.
xiii

Naomi Sofer reads from this scene that, “Rowland’s distress is actually caused by his
understanding that Roderick’s choice of Mary as the object of his desire poses a
challenge to the homosocial bond that has been developing over the course of weeks and
is a clear indication that Rowland’s attraction to Roderick is not reciprocated” (193).
Sofer also explains that Rowland’s understanding that Roderick’s love for Mary is an
artistic inspiration “further heightens Rowland’s pain since it suggests that Roderick does
not conceive of his relationship with his mentor as a source of inspiration and focus”
(193).
xiv
Of this scene, Mendelssohn remarks, “Without a ‘sheep-dog’ to watch out for him, the
sheep is devoured by the she-wolf. But Rowland is not as disinterested and innocuous as
he pretends to be: he clearly is interested in Roderick and in keeping him for himself”
(536).
xv

During the dinner party that Rowland hosts to celebrate Roderick’s Adam and Eve
statues, Rowland describes the artist guests he has invited by emphasizing both their
Protestant work ethic and the marketplace value of their artistic labors: After years of
“indefatigable exercise” (117), Gloriani perfected his “very pretty trade in sculpture of
the ornamental and fantastic sort” (117). Sam Singleton, a painter of small, water-color
landscapes was first noticed by Rowland through his artwork’s display in a storefront
window. Rowland reflects that Singleton’s “[i]mprovement had come . . . hand in hand
with patient industry” (118). The third artist, Miss Blanchard, was a woman “not above
selling her pictures” (119) and, whose her flower paintings were “chiefly bought by the
English” (119).
xvi

What results from Roderick’s distress is his desire to affirm his social agency in other
ways, particularly through his embodiment of whiteness. He befriends a “fantastic
jackanapes”—a Central American emissary to the Pope—and enmeshes himself within a
circle of “very queer fish” flanked by “negro lackeys” (222). Roderick describes the
evening with his “Costa Rican envoy” as “awfully low” (223), telling Rowland, “All of a
sudden I perceived it, and bolted. Nothing of that kind ever amuses me to the end: before
it’s half over it bores me to death; it makes me sick.” (223). Although Roderick hopes for
Rowland to see the contrast of Roderick’s fine tastes against the “awfully low” Costa
Rican crew, Rowland only perceives, as Eli Ben-Joseph puts it, “Roderick’s weakness
[a]s adorned with distasteful ethnic nuances” (43). David Greven also observes, in the
fiction of James’s literary predecessor, that “One of the chief themes to emerge in
Hawthorne’s work is the powerful linkage he establishes between sexual otherness and
racial otherness” (150). James borrows this connection from Hawthorne to reveal how
Rowland, in judging Roderick according to his “exotic” company, comes to sees
Roderick as transgressively effeminate.
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xvii

See David Duquette’s overview for a foundational understanding of Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel’s philosophy and his theory on the master-slave dialectic.

71

Chapter 2
“A Monst’us Pow’ful Sleeper”: Resisting the Master Clock in the “Uncle
Julius” Tales
There is a healing in the angel wing of sleep, even for the slave-boy; and its balm was
never more welcome to any wounded soul than it was to mine, the first night I spent at
the domicile of old master.
Frederick Douglas, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave 38
[S]o long as we have laws determining, by standards of race or complexion, whether or
not a man shall vote, where he shall eat or sleep or sit, where he shall be taught and what;
and so long as we have social customs fixing, by the same standards, what trade he shall
follow, what society he shall be received in, what position he shall be permitted to attain
in life, just so long will the race question continue to vex our republic.
Charles Chesnutt, “A Plea for the American Negro” 120
In the previous chapter, I discussed Charles Elam’s 1869 theory of working-class
somnambulism, in which sleep-deprived laborers, asleep at night, repeat the mechanical
actions of their previous day’s work. In this chapter, I will focus on similar conjectures
made in earlier decades about slave labor, in which Southern physicians, speculating
upon the sleeping habits of enslaved Africans, assumed that slaves only needed enough
sleep to make it through a day’s labor. Although they argued that African bodies required
less sleep than their Anglo counterparts, many Antebellum doctors also claimed that
slaves, if given the chance, would spend all their time in repose. Samuel Adolphus
Cartwright, employed by the Medical Association of Louisiana to document slaves’
health conditions, wrote in 1851 of his medical discovery: Dysæsthesia Æthiopis. This
racialized ailment caused a slave to behave “like a person half asleep, that is with
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difficulty [being] aroused and kept awake” (Reiss 132). Historian Benjamin Reiss details
these findings that were as fascinating as they were horrible: “Afflicted slaves . . . would
‘wander about at night, and keep in a half nodding sleep during the day,’ mindlessly
disrupting their communities like a faulty automaton or senseless machine’” (132).
Reiss’s summation of Cartwright’s diagnosis calls to mind Elam’s claims about
somnambulism as a labor-related sleep disorder. However, unlike Elam, who blames
environmental factors for working-class somnambulism, Cartwright asserts that it is the
very bodies of slaves that are at fault. For Cartwright, Dysæsthesia Æthiopis was a racespecific affliction—an inherent laziness—that could only be managed through the
prescription of hard labor.
In his “Uncle Julius” tales,xviii penned between 1887 and 1900, Charles Chesnutt
disrupts post-war cultural connections between blackness and somnolence that originated
in the antebellum South. “Mars Jeems’s Nightmare” (1898), featured as the third story in
The Conjure Woman collection (1899), draws on issues of sleep-deprivation that arose
from the harsh labor conditions on slavery plantations—a common concern among reallife slaves, which I will later discuss within the context of slave narratives by Frederick
Douglass, Solomon Northup, and Harriet Jacobs. In the story, Mars Jeems, a white slave
owner, is conjured and transformed into a black slave. After days of abuse and toil, he is
so exhausted that he eats a proffered sweet potato in a state of somnambulism. In short,
the moral of the story is that one’s environment—not some innate, racialized trait—
forces the body into the condition Cartwright defines as Dysæsthesia Æthiopis. Another
notable example is Chesnutt’s “A Deeper Sleeper” (1893)—one of the “‘non-conjure’
conjure tales” (Gleason 45) excluded by Houghton Mifflin from The Conjure Woman
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collection. The tale cleverly subverts cultural assumptions about black lethargy and, as
Bruce Blansett argues, critiques plantation pseudoscience: “‘A Deep Sleeper’ is an overt
satire of both Dysæsthesia Æthiopis and of the belief in black persons’ propensity for
sloth” (97). Blansett also notes that the tale questions the legitimacy of white medicine,
but he stops short of viewing it as a hypothesis for how the likes of Cartwright came to
such conclusions. Not discussed within the scope of Blansett’s study are the ways in
which “A Deep Sleeper” serves as a lens through which to read the rest of the “Uncle
Julius” texts. By understanding how sleep is used subversively in this particular tale,
readers can then begin to discern other, subtler, moments in which sleep functions as a
medium for social exchange elsewhere in the stories.
Implicit in “A Deep Sleeper” is a historical practice, in which slaves used
deception, cunning, and medical discourse to “conjure” the supposed experts whose role
it was to define and diagnose. Following the common structure of The Conjure Tales, “A
Deep Sleeper” involves John, the narrator and new owner of a North Carolina plantation,
playing audience to a former slave’s reminiscences about pre-war plantation life. In this
particular tale, John asks Uncle Julius, now his employee, to retrieve a watermelon for
him. Julius directs his slow-moving grandson, Tom, to carry out the task. Imposing
patience upon his employer, Julius tells the story of Tom’s grandfather, Skundus, a
“monst’us pow’ful sleeper” (44) who once “slep’ fer a mont’” (44). What the reader
eventually infers, however, is that Skundus was not at all a “monst’us pow’ful sleeper,”
but rather a “monst’us” cunning slave. Aware of the somnolent slave stereotype, Skundus
uses the trope to his advantage by stealing time with his sweetheart, Cindy. He later
convinces the doctors employed by his master, Mars Dugal, of his condition. After
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examining him, the doctors confirm that Skundus “had be'n in a trance fer fo' weeks”
(49). Skundus’s trickery, therefore, paints a portrait of the possible ways in which slaves
deceived those in power by enacting the very stereotypes meant to keep them in
subjugation.
As “A Deep Sleeper” exemplifies, black characters in Chesnutt’s stories, while
often suffering from want of sleep, find a means for using sleep-deprivation symptoms to
their advantage. In this way, they learn to play on the racial stereotype of what eventually
became known as “Colored People’s Time.” Etymologist Barry Popik traces the
emergence of the derogatory acronym CPT to 1912,xix and historian Mark Smith locates
CPT’s non-pejorative antecedents in the nineteenth-century South: “CPT is a useful
shorthand to describe how African Americans as a class of laborers resisted planterdefined time during and after slavery. CPT was an intuitive intellectual and social
construct serving to repudiate the demands of time-conscious southern agrarian
capitalists, old and new” (130). According to Smith, white Southerners assumed that
slaves were inept at comprehending clock time, but it “may well have been a clever ploy
[by slaves] . . . to manipulate white time definitions and racial stereotypes by feigning
ignorance and causing, for want of a better phrase, temporal inconveniences” (143).
Chesnutt sketches such ploys in his “Uncle Julius” tales. John, the narrator, is a white
Northerner who moves to a North Carolina farm to both improve the health of his wife
Annie and to capitalize on affordable land and labor. Julius McAdoo is a former slave
hired by John, along with several members of his family, to work on John’s vineyard.
John develops a dislike of Julius’s grandson Tom who, as John accounts “turned out to be
very trifling, and I was much annoyed by his laziness, his carelessness, and his apparent
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lack of any sense of responsibility” (91). While John finds pleasure in the “almost
sabbatic [town] in its restfulness” (4) and the leisurely distraction of Julius’s storytelling,
he detests any evidence of lethargy presented by the black employees on his new
plantation.
John’s contradictory sentiments about the South—as both a sleepy region for
repose and a frenetic site of industrial growth—is embedded within the framed
construction of the tales. Each story within a story serves as a parallel between
Antebellum slave conditions and the Jim Crow-Era experiences of black laborers in the
South. Chesnutt shows how slaves subverted their master’s plantation time in ways that
were echoed by their descendants, who resisted the “master clocks” of mechanical time
keeping. According to Michael O’Malley, turn-of-the-century electrical clock systems
depended upon a “master clock” to maintain correct time. By the 1880s, companies, such
as the Western Union, were using telegraphic signals that “linked ‘slave’ . . . clocks with
a single, more accurate ‘master clock’ located many miles away” (153). Slaving to a
master’s time is exactly what black Southerners expected deliverance from after the Civil
War. However, as the “Uncle Julius” tales exemplify, former slaves were subjected to
exploitation at the hands of wealthy landowners and Northern entrepreneurs, such as
John. Therefore, black Southerners had to depend upon—and adapt—the survival skills
that their ancestors first developed under the conditions of slavery.
Julius’s storytelling represents an effort to impose his own sense of time on John
and his wife, Annie. In doing so, Julius is representative of the freed people Smith
discusses, who “Rather than accept the premise from which planters operated and engage
in negotiations about the length of time to be worked and thereby accept the legitimacy of
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clock-defined labor, . . . often refused outright to even debate the merits of planters’
definitions of fair compensation for their labor power” (165). Jolene Hubbs explains that
“‘The real-life Uncle Julius—the ex-slave laborer in the 1890s South—was more likely to
be employed as a tenant farmer than a coachman. Chesnutt’s conjure tales represent . . .
workers—‘farm-hands’ who live in cabins on John’s land—in order to shine a light on
the relationship between antebellum enslaved farm labor and postbellum economically
entrapped tenant farming” (23). Thus, John’s mistreatment of Tom—he fires the young
man before reluctantly hiring him back at Annie’s behest—can be understood through
Smith’s description of black workers’ whose “careful withdrawal and rationing of their
labor power” (165) was viewed by their employers as “lethargy” (165). Little does John
know that, through storytelling, Julius teaches Tom lessons on how to negotiate labor
power by playing on the master’s stereotypes about the black body. Building on previous
readings of Chesnutt’s stories, this chapter highlights the continuities of sleep and energy
between the body politics of slavery and those of the Reconstruction moment to reveal
how sleep phenomena became a tool for subverting master clock time within nineteenthand early twentieth-century U.S. Southern culture.

I. CPT and “The Cult of Infinite Productivity”
In Antebellum discussions of slaves and sleep, a paradox arose in which medical
characterizations and popular stereotypes depicted slaves as humans who survived on
little-to-no sleep while also suffering from an innate inclination toward perpetual
drowsiness and sloth. This contradiction is evident as early as 1781, when Thomas
Jefferson wrote that slaves “seem to require less sleep. A black, after hard labour through
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the day, will be induced by the slightest amusements to sit up till midnight, or later,
though knowing he must be out with the first dawn of the morning” (205-6). On the same
page, he writes contradictorily: “In general, their existence appears to participate more of
sensation than reflection. To this must be ascribed their disposition to sleep when
abstracted from their diversions, and unemployed in labour. An animal whose body is at
rest, and who does not reflect, must be disposed to sleep of course” (206). Jefferson
ignores any connection between enforced labor and sleep deprivation, choosing instead to
present slaves as “animal[s]” who capitulated to sleep only when dormant, rather than
humans whose bodies require the restorative power of sleep. According to Reiss,
“Jefferson concluded that black slaves were naturally prone to sleep less than whites.
Their quick descent into sleep was a sign not of sleep deprivation but of inadequate
powers of self-control and lack of intellectual inclination” (126). Jefferson’s
contradictory reasoning amounts to a Founding Father’s poor attempt to justify the
overworking of black slaves.
Jefferson’s speculations about slaves’ sleeping habits later became codified in
scientific discourse after the Civil War. His words were reprinted, not only in new
editions of Notes on the State of Virginia, but in scientific studies, such as Dugald
Stewart’s Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind—revised and reprinted by
Harvard professor Francis Bowen in 1862—and in Bruce Addington’s 1915 psychical
sleep study Sleep and Sleeplessness. As Reiss notes, Jefferson’s observation exemplifies
“the racial implications of a common eighteenth-century view that certain mental
afflictions—a nervous sensitivity that might result in sleep loss—indicated a superior cast
of mind” (126). This eighteenth-century condition, as famously noted by George Beard,
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morphed into neurasthenia by the late-nineteenth century. In his 1880 treatise, Beard
defines neurasthenia as a characteristic of “men and women of intellect, education, and
well-balanced mental organizations” (103). Hysteria, on the other hand, “is found usually
in those . . . of the strongest possible constitutions . . . , [and] the subjective psychological
cause of which is an excess of emotion over intellect, acted upon by any influence that
tends to produce emotional excitation . . . among the Southern negroes, and among the
undisciplined and weak-minded of all races and classes and ages” (103). Essentially, he
uses “hysterical” black Southerners to serve as a contrast to privileged whites suffering
from neurasthenia.
As the century turned, concerns over “race suicide”—most famously espoused by
Theodore Roosevelt (Lutz 82)—capitalized on Beard’s notion of black hysteria, as well
as the hysterical “excess” that Beard also associated with working-class femininity. Tom
Lutz explains how fears of white racial extinction informed Beard’s argument: “As in the
theories of neurasthenia, women and the inferior races were defined in terms of a lack
(the women lacked strength and the savage lacked civilization) and in terms of the
surplus (women were too sensitive and thus easily overwhelmed and the savages were
too wild and violent and thus possibly overwhelming)” (82). Roosevelt’s response echoed
Jefferson’s validation of slave labor, for he resolved that “inferior races needed protection
from . . . their own uncontrollable propensities, and this protection needed to be
oppressive” (83). Roosevelt’s belief in Beard’s theories meant that he was also under the
assumption that, while African Americans were easily excitable, they were also quick to
exhaustion. Thus, black bodies should be constantly engaged in labor, so that they may
not exhaust themselves with efforts at unionization or education.
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Former slaves worried over the black youth’s susceptibility to internalizing
stereotypes of black enervation. In his 1899 essay “The Future of the American Negro,”
Booker T. Washington explains that “The Negro, it is to be borne in mind, worked under
constant protest, . . . and he spent almost as much effort in planning how to escape work
as in learning how to work. Labour with him was a badge of degradation. . . . Out of these
conditions grew the habit of putting off till to-morrow and the day after the duty that
should be done promptly to-day” (88-9). A former slave, Philip Alexander Bruce writes
of a similar observation in his 1889 autobiography The Plantation Negro as a Freeman:
“As laborers, the members of the new generation . . . have a marked disposition to doze
and sleep” (184). These testimonies evince black writers’ fears that indolence was an
epidemic among black workers. Chesnutt, however, showed a reticence toward validating
harmful stereotypes of black youth. In the “Uncle Julius” tales, he plays on conventions
of the plantation tale to investigate blacks’ “marked disposition to doze and sleep.”
Convict and sharecropper labor, as the post-war cult of productivity in the South,
led to the recapitulation of old stereotypes for a new generation of former slaves. In The
Souls of Black Folk (1903), W. E. B. Du Bois writes that convict labor contributes to
African American boys being the “personification of shiftlessness” (155). But, he
clarifies, “they are not lazy” (155). He explains that convict labor and lingering customs
from slavery days have led to a particular behavior among black youth:
They’ll loaf before your face and work behind your back with good-natured
honesty. They'll steal a watermelon, and hand you back your lost purse intact. . . .
They are careless because they have not found that it pays to be careful; they are
improvident because the improvident ones of their acquaintance get on about as
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well as the provident. Above all, they cannot see why they should take unusual
pains to make the white man's land better, or to fatten his mule, or save his corn
(155).
In distinguishing “shiftlessness” from “laziness,” Du Bois defines the relationship
between these attributes and sleep. If one is lazy, one is physically sluggish—more likely
to lose consciousness, to drift off and doze. Shiftlessness, on the other hand, seems to be
about efficiency and a lack of motivation. In making this distinction, Du Bois is arguing
that is not some innate quality that makes black men perpetually tired and, instead, claims
that is only that these men lack incentive, causing them to appear shiftless.
Moreover, Du Bois’s commentary provides two important revelations about the
“Uncle Julius” tales. First, Du Bois advocates for “squatter” tendencies, in which black
inhabitants pilfer from landowning whites; and, secondly, he implies that there is a
futility—even a danger—to being a good worker within the black community. This latter
notion is explored in several of Julius’s stories, beginning with “The Goopher’d
Grapevine.” William Andrews refers to Henry as “the indefatigable worker” (62). Yet,
his hard work only leads to his being circulated from plantation to plantation, like the
tragic hero in “Po’ Sandy.” Henry’s body eventually gives out under the strain of labor:
“Henry . . . des went out sorter like a cannel. Dey didn’t ‘pear ter be nuffin de matter wid
‘im, ‘cep’n’ de rheumatiz, but his strenk des dwinel’ away ‘tel he did n’ hab ernuff lef ter
draw his bref” (Conjure 13). Literally being worked to death is Henry’s ultimate
“reward” for being an ideal worker. In his discussion of “Po’ Sandy” as a good worker,
Richard Broadhead notes that “in slavery the more capable one is, the more others desire
to own his labor; . . . to be a slave means to be at someone else’s disposal, literally not to
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be able to be where one wishes to be” (311). As Du Bois explains, black laborers’
resisted taking “unusual pains to make the white man's land better” because they
understood that hard work got them no closer to owning their own land or maintaining
their own sense of space—not to mention that diligent labor could only lead to further
exploitation. Thus, slaves and their descendants developed practices to avoid objectified
labor. Such lessons are passed down from Julius to his grandson, Tom.
Julius shows Tom how to appear lazy to avoid exploitation by acting like
Skundus, the “monst’us pow’ful sleeper.” Such a demeanor contrasts with the behavior of
slaves such as Henry and Sandy, who only suffer for their good behavior. The fates of the
ideal workers are dismal, while Skundus, on the other hand, achieves success at the end
of “A Deep Sleeper.” Julius likewise advocates for the “squatter” mentality described by
Du Bois, in which blacks “loaf before your face and work behind your back . . . [and]
steal a watermelon, and hand you back your lost purse intact.” This is just what Julius
instructs Tom to do in “A Deep Sleeper.” Rather than present himself and his grandson as
vagrants, Julius asserts that he and his family have “squatter right” to John’s land, as
Chesnutt explained in a speech he delivered in Cleveland, Ohio in 1900: “To the old
plantation which they buy is attached, by a sort of squatter right, an old colored man,
formerly a slave of the proprietor” (McElrath Jr. et al 136). “A Deep Sleeper” provides
the best example of Julius’s subversion of John’s time, he Julius manages to outwit his
employer and claim his own sense of ownership over the land through the theft of the
watermelon.
Chesnutt plays on stereotypes of black laziness and the theme of prolonged sleep
to chart the tug and pull of time control between white landowners and black
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inhabitants—both before the war and after. As William Gleason notes, both the inner and
outer tales reveal “acts of black resistance to planter-defined space” (46). I would add
that the tales resist planter-defined time, as well. While Skundus pretends to be asleep,
for instance, he claims his “own sense of place” (47) through his escapades with Cindy in
the swamp. In the outer tale, John’s desire for a watermelon—in a patch long tended by
Julius and his kinfolk—represents, as John Edgar Wideman explains, a “system of blackwhite power relationships in the South, [and] the struggle to establish personal space and
territorial rights” (65). By distracting John with his epic tale of a “monst’us pow’ful
sleeper,” Julius wins a battle—as he has his supposedly sleepy grandson steal the
watermelon—in his war with John over “territorial rights.” In doing so, Julius
simultaneously plays on and reinforces John’s racist assumptions about stereotypical
black lethargy.xx Just as Skundus maintains his own sense of time and space through a
feigned narcoleptic fit, Julius uses time to his advantage by distracting John while Tom
claims the watermelon patch as his own. Tom stays out of John’s sight throughout
Julius’s storytelling, supposedly in a lethargic stupor, and manages to pilfer the melon
without being caught. As conveyed by the epic battle over time and space in both frames
of “A Deep Sleeper,” slaves and their descendants combated the cult of productivity by
playing on CPT.
Black Southerners not only used issues of space to defy the rulings of white elites,
they also meddled with contending conceptions of time and gained minor forms of power
through their play on the CPT stereotype. In the opening pages of The House Behind the
Cedars, Chesnutt describes the town of Patesville, a fictionalized version of Fayetteville,
North Carolina, where he came of age. At the center of both fictional and real town sits
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the Market House. Built in 1838, Fayetteville’s town hall and marketplace is described in
the novel in the years following the Civil War. As John Warwick approaches the
building, he observes that the “four-faced clock, rose as majestically and
uncompromisingly as though the land had never been subjugated” (3). He marvels at the
incongruity of the “red brick, long unpainted” (3) with a clock tower that continues “to
peal out the curfew bell, which at nine o'clock at night had clamorously warned all
negroes, slave or free, that it was unlawful for them to be abroad after that hour, under
penalty of imprisonment or whipping” (3). He wonders if the constable of his childhood
still rings the bell but notices “a colored policeman in the constable's place—a stronger
reminder than even the burned buildings that war had left its mark upon the old town,
with which Time had dealt so tenderly” (4). This passage implies that post-war
reconstruction might allow new opportunities to black Southerners, yet Warwick soon
witnesses his sister Rena stoop “to pull a half-naked negro child out of a mudhole and set
him upon his feet” (9). Despite a black citizen’s control over the bell’s tolling, the clock
stills rings out “as though the land had never been subjugated.” The child’s descent into
the mudhole represents a new generation of freed blacks rendered vulnerable to the racial
oppression of a Jim Crow culture. Such subjection, Chesnutt shows, exists both spatially
and temporally, as portrayed by the mudhole itself, as well as the clock’s
uncompromising position in the town.
The opening chapter of Cedars questions whether a black man’s new reign over
the town clock symbolizes any form of lasting uplift. Chesnutt’s turn-of-the-century
fiction asks: After the implementation of standard clock time and its regulation of labor
activity, how much power can be attained when following an externally dictated
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measurement of time? His “Uncle Julius” tales, in particular, look back to slavery to
understand how embodiment and social constructions of time circumscribe one another.
Fittingly, “The Goophered Grapevine,”—written in 1887 and featured as the first story in
the Conjure collection—begins, like Cedars, with a description of Patesville’s Market
House. John takes note of it after he and Annie arrive from Ohio: “There was a red brick
market-house in the public square, with a tall tower, which held a four-faced clock that
struck the hours, and from which there pealed out a curfew at nine o’clock” (3). Robert
Stepto notes that the clock “tolled a daily schedule as well as the nightly curfew—[that]
both united the schedule of the community and enforced the policing of the enslaved
people of the area” (165). The town clock’s persistence in the post-war era is
representative of how “planter-defined time” merged with the standard clock time that
developed at the turn of the century. As O’Malley explains, “master” time and its
dictation of a “slave” time became standards for industrialized and electrified clock time.
Thus, subjugation to the clock was not a new phenomenon after the war. In the
postbellum era, Smith explains that “Because slave masters could not force slaves to
internalize time, slaves helped open a window of resistance to planter-defined time, and it
was a window which [laborers] used when they could” (130). CPT, then, became a way
to counter implementations of labor time enforced by white landowners in the South.
This parallel of pre- and post-war subversions of master time is best illustrated in
“A Deep Sleeper.” The story opens with a clarification of John’s measurement of time:
“It was four o'clock on Sunday afternoon, in the month of July” (Conjure 42). For John, it
is a lazy Sunday amidst “Sabbath stillness” (42). For Julius, however, it is a day of
spiritual reflection. John seeks out Julius to deliver a watermelon, noticing the old man
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has just returned from his service as deacon of his community church. In Wideman’s
reading of the story, he notes that John ignores the significance of Sunday as a respite
from labor (64). Instead, John intrudes upon Julius’s Sabbath, expecting him to subscribe
to his own “master” schedule. Julius’s response is to likewise sabotage John’s Sunday
plans by forcing his own measurement of time upon his employer. Claudine Reynaud
reads Julius’s storytelling as a means for drawing out the window of time in which Tom
can carry out his thievery of the watermelon (700). Julius’s efforts are slyly presented to
John through the story of Skundus, who commits a much more exaggerated version of
Julius’s own act. As Reynaud explains, “The embedded text is a slave tale variation on
the theme of ‘Sleeping Beauty’: the male slave escapes and tricks the master through a
pretend deep sleep. Sleep means subtracting oneself from the reality of slavery, i.e. not
working” (Raynaud 698). Julius guides Tom through a similar process: He has the boy
feign sleepiness and steal the watermelon in an effort to abstract the old man from John’s
command.
Julius’s wordplay suggests the ways in which slaves took advantage of the
whites’s assumptions about CPT. The best example is when Skundus’s pretend
narcolepsy enables him to marry his sweetheart Cindy. His trickery is so masterful that it
is the doctors themselves who prescribe marriage. The hired physicians diagnose
Skundus with “a catacornered fit” (144), and, to prevent another episode, they instruct
Dugal to permit Skundus and Cindy a wedding and cohabitation. Blansett notices the
ambiguity surrounding Julius’s use of “catacornered,” rather “catatonic” (97), as does
Stepto, who notes that “With the neologism ‘catacornered fit,’ Julius conflates the sense
of a cataleptic fit with that of an oblique or slanted (catacornered) act. The malapropism
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suggests that ‘deep sleeping’ could be a cover for other activity (living in the swamp by
Cindy’s new plantation, in the case of Skundus, or stealing the watermelon, in the case of
Tom) as well as a biological condition” (Conjure 49). Stepto’s explanation supports
Blansett’s assertion that “By not only demonstrating a slave’s capacity for
subversiveness, but also showing how the white master’s belief in the science of the day
makes him more susceptible to this type of deception, [‘A Deep Sleeper’] functions as a
satire on the science of the white community” (Blansett 98). Just as Skundus subverts the
notion of the deep sleeping slave, Julius purposely plays on the word “catacornered,”
implying that Skundus not only anticipated such a diagnosis but used cunning and deceit
to elicit the doctors’ prescription.
Moreover, Julius plays on John’s perception of dialect—as a reflection of black
laziness—to force patience upon his listener. In doing so, Julius entrances John, leaving
him temporarily spellbound and vulnerable to Julius’s control over time’s passage.
Wideman explains that “Black speech, the mirror of black people's mind and character,
was codified by dialect into a deviant variety of good English. Negro dialect lacked
proper grammar, its comic orthography suggested ignorance, its ‘dats’ and ‘dems’ and
‘possums’ implied lazy, slovenly pronunciation” (60). John associates Julius’s
storytelling with popular stereotypes of Southern blackness: For John, Julius’s speech
represents poor intellect and a lethargic demeanor. Yet, desite such assumptions, John,
Annie, and her sister Mabel are eager to play audience to Julius’s tales. Mabel loves
hearing stories and “spent much of her time ‘drawing out’ the colored people in the
neighborhood” (Conjure 42). Thus, it was a common practice for privileged whites to
rely on poor blacks to provide them with entertainment. In this way, storytelling became
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a prime avenue for subtly imparting lessons of black strife and correcting white
assumptions about black identity. Bill Christophersen, for instance, reads “A Deep
Sleeper” as a story that “concerns the subtle, even ritualized forms of resistance in which
Skundus, Julius, Tom, and Southern blacks in general were of necessity well-versed, and
implicates John as the deep sleeper par excellence for his naïve underestimation of his
fellow blacks” (212). Thus, Chesnutt uses the tale to defy white assumptions about the
intellectual inferiority of African Americans. Using wit to play on stereotypes of black
sloth, Julius, Skundus, and Tom outsmart their unsuspecting white oppressors.
By enthralling his audience with his storytelling, Julius works his own conjuration
on John and his family. Matthew Taylor suggests that “[T]he agency of . . . resistance for
Julius, as for Chesnutt, is a form of storytelling that stages power inequalities as a means
of subtly redressing them in the teller’s interests, thereby performatively disproving the
charge of African Americans’ nonintellectuality . . . In this sense, conjure-as-rhetoricalperformance does become a means to conjure oneself, for author and character alike”
(118). Julius’s speech hypnotizes his listeners, and the lessons he imparts, throughout the
course of the tales, slowly alter his audience’s perception of Southern black culture.
Moreover, taking his time to tell his stories, Julius forces listeners to exist within his own
dictation of time. As Jennifer Riddle Harding explains, “Speaking is slower than sightreading, and since the spellings are nonstandard approximations of the sounds of
nonstandard speech, readers are forced to slow down as they sound out the words and
‘hear’ the speech of Julius. As a result, readers encounter the tale at a pace that is similar
to the experience of listeners who are hearing rather than reading the story” (427).
Julius’s speech not only conjures his fictional audience, it also charms Chesnutt’s turn-of-
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the-century white readership. Whereas white masters altered slaves’ sense of time, here
Chesnutt shows how black workers developed their own skills of time manipulation to
avoid exploitation.
In his composition of the “Uncle Julius” tales, Chesnutt drew from the Uncle
Remus figure popularized in Joel Chandler Harris’s plantation tales. In “A Story of the
War” (1880), for example, Uncle Remus complains of the new generation of “sun shine
niggers” (206), who are “too lazy ter wuk . . . en dey specks hones’ fokes fer ter stan’ up
en s’port um” (207). Chesnutt’s tales employ many of the same literary conventions as
those presented in Harris’s plantation fiction, but as scholars have noted, Chesnutt’s
version calls into question the very stereotypes of African American life that were staples
of plantation fiction.xxi Rather than echo the same assumptions made by Uncle Remus
about the new generation, Chesnutt’s Uncle Julius parallels slavery conditions with
postbellum culture, emphasizing the harsh working conditions that African Americans
are forced to endure.
“Mars Jeems’s Nightmare” exemplifies Julius’s effort to correct falsehoods about
the new generation. In this tale, slaves struggle within an environment defined by
Broadhead as a “Cult of Infinite Productivity” (311). “Mars Jeem’s Nightmare” tells the
story of a conjured slave master, who is transformed into a slave and sent to work on his
own plantation. After John and Annie witness their neighbor abusing his horse, Julius
recalls the violent nature of the man’s grandfather Mars Jeems McLean. He then tells the
story of how Mars Jeems came to see the error of ways through the powerful forces of a
Conjure Woman. According to Julius, Mars Jeems prohibited his slaves from a number of
social and romantic ventures, going so far as to sell off courting lovers. Solomon, a slave
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whose paramour is sent away, consults a Conjure Woman to remedy Mars Jeems’s harsh
surveillance of the plantation. Her solution is a potion that will give him a “monst'us bad
dream” (Conjure 98) that lasts for more than a month. Mars Jeems’s nightmare entails his
transformation into a slave with no recollection of his former self. Soon after Solomon
doses him with the Conjure Woman’s potion, Mars Jeems leaves town and the running of
the plantation to his hired overseer Ole Nick. Mars Jeems, conjured into the form of a
new slave, is brought to the plantation for Ole Nick to torture into submission. When Ole
Nick refers to the “noo man” (95) as Sambo, the man corrects him, saying “My name ain’
Sambo” (95). Ole Nick beats him mercilessly, first for not knowing his own name and,
later, for “laziness en impidence” (96). Despite his suffering, the noo man proves
unbreakable and, rather than kill him, Ole Nick returns him. Mars Jeems eventually
awakens and evinces disgust for his own manufactured cult of productivity: He fires Ole
Nick, lessens slaves’ labor time, and grants them limited social freedoms, such as
marriage and celebration.
John’s derision of Tom echoes Ole Nick’s mistreatment of the noo man. In the
outer frame, John begins the story by expressing his disgust for Tom’s work ethic. He
hired the young man at Julius’s request but quickly regrets the decision and terminates
him. The purpose of Julius’s telling of “Mars Jeems’s Nightmare,” then, is to covertly
coerce John into giving Tom a second chance. After Julius concludes his story of Mars
Jeems, he tells John and Annie: “Dis yer tale goes ter show . . . dat w’ite folks w’at is so
ha’d en stric’, en doan make no ‘lowance fer po’ ign’ant niggers w’at ain’ had no chanst
ter l’arn, is li’ble ter hab bad dreams” (101). Julius’s final comments correlate the “noo
man” with Tom and his post-war generation, made up of men who are neither slaves nor
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truly free.xxii In addition to the parallel naming (Sambo and Tom are both stereotypical
names for African American men),xxiii the faults that Ole Nick finds in the noo man are
similar to John’s complaints about Tom—both exhibit ignorance and a lack of training
when faced with plantation labors.
Julius uses his storytelling to illustrate the universal suffering that slaves
underwent within a setting of unrelenting labor and to warn John against replicating the
same environment on his post-war plantation. As Henry Wonham explains, “Mars
Jeems’s transformation . . . provides a remarkably subtle commentary on Tom's uncertain
predicament as a ‘new negro’ in the post-war plantation setting. Born in freedom and thus
unfit to assume [a] servile role . . . , Jeems becomes the story’s instructive representative
of Tom’s dilemma” (140). Moreover, Chesnutt uses sleep phenomena to articulate the
this parallel. Tom’s drowsiness and Jeems’s sleep-induced bewilderment are to be read as
similar conditions, in which unregulated labor impedes and disorients the black worker.
Julius hopes his story will protect his grandson from, as Broadhead describes it, “a new
cult of efficiency and productivity” (313) that arose after the war. In using Tom to
represent a new generation of workers, Chesnutt highlights the dangers in the New South
for freed blacks, who, with “no chanst ter l'arn,” cannot escape appropriation by wealthy,
white prospectors.
Julius’s aim—of ridding John of his belief in the stereotypical lazy black—
represents the author’s larger efforts to argue against popular scientific discourse of his
day.xxiv Rather than view such attributes as genetically transmitted racial markers,
Chesnutt correlates many African American stereotypes with bodily responses to
environmental factors.xxv Shirley Moody-Turner details Johns efforts to classify Tom
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according to popular conceptions of black manhood at the time: “John judges Tom on the
basis of his unreliable impressions and draws a stereotype from the Lost Cause tradition
to characterize Tom as lazy and shiftless” (143). Julius counters these assumptions by
portraying a white man who, disguised within a black slave’s body, is swiftly punished
for laziness. Wonham does well to articulate this emphasis Julius places on
environmental factors: “Tom's shortcomings as a servant, Julius implies, have less to do
with inherent laziness than with the effects of a major cultural transformation in AfricanAmerican life, a transformation as disorienting as Mars Jeems's nightmare” (141).
Jeems’s nightmare, however, functions as more than just a metaphor for the confusion of
cultural upheaval: It emphasizes the exhaustive bodily impact of exploitative labor. After
the “noo” is released from Ole Nick, Chesnutt emphasizes the somatic nature of Jeems’s
condition. He is so exhausted from his stint in slavery that Solomon feeds him a conjured
sweet potato without his ever waking: “De nigger wuz layin' in a co'nder, 'sleep, en
Solomon des slip' up ter 'im, en hilt dat sweet'n' 'tater 'fo' de nigger's nose, en he des
nach'ly retch' up wid his han', en tuk de 'tater en eat it in his sleep, widout knowin' it”
(Conjure 98). The “noo” slave exhibits symptoms of Dysæsthesia Æthiopis, which, as
Cartwright argued, is a racial characteristic. But, as Chesnutt shows, the “noo” slave is
actually Mars Jeems, a white man whose body suffers from exhaustion after slaving on
the plantation. Thus Chesnutt demonstrates that it is the environment, rather than racial
inheritance, that forces the “noo” slave into a state of somnambulism.

92

II. Night-time Surveillance and Sleep-Deprived Slaves
By imposing sleep-deprivation on the slave master, Chesnutt reverses the sleep
surveillance typical on Antebellum plantations. When Solomon encounters his
bewildered master at the end of the tale, Jeems explains that he has “had a monst’us bad
dream,—fac’, a reg’lar, nach’ul nightmare” (98). In his reading of the story, Eric
Sundquist notes that “Nightmare and actual transformation are blurred” (372). Indeed,
Julius’s choice of words—“reg’lar” and “nach’ul”—suggest that what Mars Jeems
undergoes is a typical night terror experienced by sleep-deprived plantation slaves.
Earlier in the tale, for example, the slaves anguish in their sleep after hearing Mars Jeems
ask Ole Nick to run the plantation in his absence: “Ole Nick did n’ said nuffin but ‘Yas,
suh,’ but de way he . . . snap’ de rawhide he useter kyar roun’ wid ‘im, made col’ chills
run up and down de backbone er dem niggers w’at heared Mars Jeems a-talkin’. En dat
night dey wuz mo’nin’ en groanin’ down in de qua’ters, fer de niggers all knowed w’at
wuz comin’” (95). The slaves Julius describes are overcome with dread in the night,
implying that either insomnia or nightmares plague their bedrest. Rather than find respite
in rest, they sleep anxiously—possibly in fear of Ole Nick’s punishment for oversleep. In
My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), Frederick Douglass recalls: “More slaves are
whipped for oversleeping than for any other fault. Neither age nor sex finds any favor.
The overseer stands at the quarter door, armed with stick and cowskin, ready to whip any
who may be a few minutes behind time” (Bondage 80). Likewise, Solomon Northup’s
Twelve Years a Slave explains how fretting over oversleep plagued a slave throughout the
night: “With a prayer that he may be on his feet and wide awake at the first sound of the
horn, he sinks to his slumbers nightly.” (qtd. in Reiss 124). Mars Jeems’s experiences
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during his nightmare represent the very real nightmares undergone by slaves like those on
his plantation. Thus, the story blurs the boundaries between conjure and sleep phenomena
to emphasize the bodily ramifications of enslavement in the South.
Although the nighttime often served as one of the only times slaves could engage
in social activity, they were never able to do so without worrying about the watchful eyes
of masters and overseers. Saidaya Hartman explains that the night could function as the
“facilitation of collective identity” (49), such “pleasure was ensnared in a web of
domination, accumulation, abjection, resignation, and possibility . . . within the confines
of surveillance and nonautonomy” (49-50). Therefore, Chesnutt may have portrayed the
“mo’nin’ en groanin’” in the slave quarters to emphasize the anxieties provoked by
nighttime surveillance common among overseers. One of Mars Jeems rules, as Julius
explains at the start of his tale, is that “w’en night come [the slaves] mus’ sleep en res’, so
dey’d be ready ter git up soon in de mawnin’ en go ter dey wuk fresh en strong” (Conjure
94). An aspect of the overseer’s job was to conduct “random spot-checks of slaves’
sleeping quarters” (Reiss 127) to ensure each slave was asleep. Such inspections, Reiss
notes, “were seen as matters of life and death, both for the enslaved and the enslavers”
(127). For owners and overseers, the dangers were more abstract: They feared slaves
might use the cover of night to engage in plots of rebellion or escape, or otherwise
conduct business not profitable to the plantation owner. Slaves, on the other hand, faced
immediate danger. In Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, the former slave
describes being “awakened at the dawn of day by the most heart-rending shrieks of an
own aunt of mine” (6), who was discovered outside her sleeping quarters at night and
mercilessly whipped by the overseer. Julius is unclear in “Mars Jeems’s Nightmare” as to
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whether the “mo’nin’ en groanin’” in the slave quarters are expressed by slaves asleep or
awake—that is, suffering from sleep’s night terrors or lying wide-eyed in anticipation of
the overseer’s whip at dawn. What Chesnutt makes explicit, however, are the pervading
modes of oppression that were endured by Antebellum slaves—forces that dictated their
every waking, and sleeping, moment.
The brutality faced by slaves who acted independently during sleeping hours is
dramatized allegorically in the Chesnutt’s “The Gray Wolf’s Ha’nt” (1899). The sixth
story in Chesnutt’s Conjure Tales commences as Julius arrives for a visit with John and
Annie on a rainy afternoon. When John asks Julius about the prospects of cultivating a
swamp area for corn, Julius responds by telling a ghost story that begins with the
courtship and marriage of two slaves, Dan and Mahaly. Their relationship is soon
complicated by a Conjure Man’s son, who, despite Mahaly’s many protestations, harasses
her constantly. In a fit of rage, Dan strikes the man on the head and accidentally kills him.
Jube, the Conjure Man, soon takes revenge upon Dan “by gwine up ter Dan’s cabin eve’y
night, en takin’ Dan out in his sleep en ridin’ ‘im roun’ de roads en fiel’s ober de rough
groun’. In de mawnin’ Dan would be ez ti’ed ez ef he had n’ be’n ter sleep” (Conjure
84). After a week of this, Jube tricks Dan into believing that an evil witch, in the form of
a black cat, is the one riding him at night. Jube promises Dan a restorative night’s rest if
he allows the Conjure Man to transform him into a wolf strong enough to kill the witch.
Jube then quickly kidnaps Mahaly and transforms her into a black cat, so that Dan
mistakes her for the witch and murders her. Once he realizes Jube’s trickery, Dan
murders the Conjure Man and is left to maintain his lupine form for the rest of his days.
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Julius concludes the tale by warning John that a gray wolf still stalks Mahaly’s burial
place near the swamp and that those who go there come away with a streak of bad luck.
Dan feels “ez ti’ed ez ef he had n’ be’n ter sleep” after the Conjure Man takes him
out and rides him night after night. Whereas Julius is specific in his detail of animal
transformation—such as Dan’s becoming lupine and Mahaly feline, he leaves the reader
to wonder what form Dan is in when he is taken out and ridden by Jube. The story
implies that it is his own body, in a somnambulist state, that is treated like a vehicle for
the Conjure Man’s amusement. In this way, “The Gray Wolf’s Ha’nt” provides a
fantastical portrait of a common occurrence within slavery life, in which slaves awoke
each morning feeling as if their bodies—suffering constant abuse from forces outside
their control—never achieved restorative rest. Chesnutt brings this aspect of African
Americans’ past to light later in The Marrow of Tradition (1901), when Sandy tells Tom
Delamere: “Dere’s somethin’ wrong ‘bout dese clo’s er mine—I don’ never seem ter be
able ter keep ‘em clean no mo’. Ef I b’lieved in dem ole-timey sayin’s, I’d ‘low dere wuz
a witch come here eve’y night an’ tuk ‘em out an’ wo’ ‘em, er tuk me out an’ rid me in
‘em (161). In citing one of “dem ole-timey sayin’s,” Sandy recalls the days in which
slaves employed superstition to reconcile the trauma of enslavement. Whether from
anxiety of the next day’s mistreatment or abuse during the night, slaves felt as if their
bodies were constantly worn away and possessed by others—even in moments when they
should achieve rest.
Like the malevolent tactics Jube uses to torture Dan, plantation owners and
overseers sought to moderate slaves’ sleep so that they would have just enough energy to
get through a day’s work. Depending on the conditions of a plantation, slaves were
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prescribed a very specific window of time in which to rest. For many slaves, however,
this was their only time to meet the myriad needs they were denied during the day—sleep
being only one of many.xxvi According to Reiss:
Controlling and interpreting sleep had important ramifications in a slaveholding
society. Taking charge of the sleep-wake cycle was a way to break slaves, to
make maximum profit, and to protect the white slaveholding class from
retribution. Slaveholders had to strike a careful balance: they had to allow enough
sleep for their captive workforce’s labor to be profitable, yet not so much that
they might be clear-eyed and energetic enough to escape (Reiss 134).
This “careful balance” of sleep that slaveholders hoped to achieve stymied slaves’ efforts
to provide for their own needs during the night. In Narrative, for instance, Douglass
recalls spending his nightly hours plotting his escape, even though he was granted but a
few hours of sleep at night. Recalling his worst years of slavery, Douglass writes: “Work,
work, work, was scarcely more the order of the day than of the night. The longest days
were too short for [Mr. Covey], and the shortest nights too long for him” (63). Douglass
describes the toll such a “careful balance” of sleep and wakefulness took on his body:
“Sunday was my only leisure time. I spent this in a sort of beast-like stupor, between
sleep and wake, under some large tree. At times I would rise up, a flash of energetic
freedom would dart through my soul, accompanied with a faint beam of hope, that
flickered for a moment, and then vanished” (63). Douglass’s description of being stuck
“between sleep and wake” recalls Cartwright’s definition of Dysæsthesia Æthiopis—in
which a slave suffers from being only half awake. In his biography of Douglass, Chesnutt
draws attention to Douglass’s limited access to rest while in the possession of Mr. Covey,
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quoting Douglass’s My Bondage, My Freedom, in which Douglass elaborates upon his
Sunday respite—the only time of the week he had to fill his belly and rest his body (17).
Chesnutt’s studies of Douglass’s life, as well as those of other slaves, may have inspired
Henry’s declaration in The Colonel’s Dream (1905) that “Environment controls the
making of men. Some rise above it, the majority do not” (50). For Chesnutt, it is this rule
that renders slaves exhausted and listless, not, as Cartwright argued, some innate racial
characteristic.
Douglass’s pairing the needs of food and sleep correlate with a common theme in
Chesnutt’s “Uncle Julius” tales, in which suffering from want of food and sleep force
characters to choose between one or the other. Chesnutt first brings this up in “The
Goophered Grapevine” when Julius tells John: “Befo’ de wah, in slab’ry times, a nigger
did n’ mine goin’ fi’ er ten mile in a night, w’en dey wuz sump’n good ter eat at de
yuther een’” (7). Lack of sufficient food supplies led slaves to sacrifice sleep and commit
late-night thievery in order to nourish their bodies. Food theft and illicit food
consumption were easier acts to commit by the cover of night. Washington, in Up From
Slavery (1901), describes the childhood memory of “my mother cooking a chicken late at
night, and awakening her children for the purpose of feeding them.” Chesnutt was clearly
aware of these night-time trade-offs—risk of sleep-deprivation or risk of starvation—
during slavery and incorporated them into his stories. One story of night-time theft in the
“Uncle Julius” tales takes place in the outer frame of “A Victim of Heredity, or, Why the
Darkey Loves Chicken.” Written in 1889 and rejected for publication in the Conjure
collection, it begins after John catches a chicken thief in the act. He sleeps well after
locking the man in his smokehouse and resolving to request a five-year prison sentence as
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punishment for the crime. In the morning, John finds that the young man is “very much
frightened” (71). Nonetheless, John is hesitant to show mercy. Despite learning that Sam
Jones risked theft in an effort to feed his family, he suffers a sleepless in John’s
smokehouse. John, meanwhile, loses little sleep after having successfully conducted a
nighttime surveillance to protect his chicken coop.
By locking Jones in the smokehouse, John’s action connects “A Victim of
Heredity” with the mistreatment endured by the tragic hero in the inner tale of “Dave’s
Neckliss,” written the same year and rejected for publication in The Conjure collection.
Food theft, in this story, complicates sleep in an even more troubling way. In Julius’s
tale, Dave, a well-behaved slave, is falsely accused of stealing a ham. His punishment
involves having the ham chained around his neck for months. According to John,
“Dave’s Neckliss” represents one of Julius’s few stories that allow he and Annie “to
study, through the medium of his recollection, the simple but intensely human inner life
of slavery” (33). In fact, scholars have read the story, in which Dave eventually believes
he is a ham, as a deeply psychological portrait of slavery’s degradation of the
individual.xxvii In particular, Julius describes the ham’s intrusion upon Dave’s sleeping
habits as the most traumatizing aspect of his punishment: “Ef he turn ober in his sleep,
dat ham would be tuggin’ at his neck. It wuz de las’ thing he seed at night, en de fus’
thing he seed in de mawnin’” (38). Contributing to Dave’s mental collapse, then, is his
lack of sufficient sleep while tethered to the ham.
After the overseer notices Dave’s mental deterioration, he has the ham removed
from his neck. Unfortunately for Dave, it is too little too late. His psyche has already
merged his identity with the ham. After Dave is separated from the remaining pork bits,

99

“He up’n tuk’n tied a lighterd-knot ter a string, . . . en he allus tied it roun’ his neck w’en
he went ter sleep. Fac’, it ‘peared lack Dave done gone clean out’n his mine” (39).
Paradoxically, Dave finds comfort in the night by simulating the very thing that originally
disrupted his sleep. He later hangs himself in the smokehouse over an open fire, as Julius
says, “fer ter kyo” (42). Blansett argues that “‘Curing’ in this passage melds Dave’s
identity with the essence of a ham by signifying both a means of preserving food and the
pathologizing of African Americans by the scientific and medical communities during
this time period” (89). Through his “Uncle Julius” tales, therefore, Chesnutt challenge
typologies of race that labeled African Americans as predominantly gluttonous and
slothful. These stereotypes are grossly disturbing because they developed out slaves
being deprived of life’s most basic needs. Through prolonged sleep deprivation, they
exhibited habits interpreted as lazy. Likewise, by sacrificing sleep for food consumption
or even food theft, they were considered insatiably addicted to the foods to which they
had the most access, such as chicken and watermelon.
For female slaves, round-the-clock surveillance was even more precarious. In
Incidents in the Life a Slave Girl (1861), Harriett Jacobs details a more sinister aspect of
night-time supervision: “[The overseer] entered every cabin, to see that men and their
wives had gone to bed together, lest the men, from over-fatigue, should fall asleep in the
chimney corner, and remain there till the morning horn called them to their daily task.
Women are considered of no value, unless they continually increase their owner’s stock”
(76). Women were forced to procreate with assigned partners, regardless of their own
feelings about partnership and intimacy. Jacobs also recalls being sexually harassed by
her master, “whose restless, craving, vicious nature roved about day and night” (29).
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Beyond dangers of sexual predation, women slaves were forced to labor throughout the
day, then expected to provide childcare throughout the night. Jacob’s describes an aunt
who was forced to sleep on the floor in the entryway of her mistress’s bedroom and,
consequently, suffered six premature births and died an early death: “Finally, toiling all
day, and being deprived of rest at night, completely broke down her constitution, and Dr.
Flint declared it was impossible she could ever become the mother of a living child”
(217-8). In Sarah Hopkins Bradford’s biography of Harriet Tubman (1886), she paints a
similar picture: “When the labors, unremitted for a moment, of the long day were over . .
. there was a cross baby to be rocked continuously, lest it should wake and disturb the
mother's rest. The black child sat beside the cradle of the white child, so near the bed, that
the lash of the whip would reach her if she ventured for a moment to forget her fatigues
and sufferings in sleep” (19-20). Not only were slave women forced to spend their nights
with their infant charges, they were expected to stay awake throughout the night in
anticipation of every cry. Frederick Douglass provides perhaps the most haunting portrait
of how fatal the descent into sleep could be for the slave girl:
The wife of Mr. Giles Hicks, . . . murdered my wife’s cousin, a young girl
between fifteen and sixteen years of age—mutilating her person in a most
shocking manner. . . . It was ascertained that the offense for which this girl was
thus hurried out of the world, was this: she had been set that night, and several
preceding nights, to mind Mrs. Hicks’s baby, and having fallen into a sound sleep,
the baby cried, waking Mrs. Hicks, but not the slave-girl. Mrs. Hicks, becoming
infuriated at the girl’s tardiness, after calling several times, jumped from her bed
and seized a piece of fire-wood from the fireplace; and then, as she lay fast asleep,
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she deliberately pounded in her skull and breast-bone, and thus ended her life (My
Bondage 98).
While black women were expected to stay alert around the clock to care for their
mistress’s babies, they were rarely granted access to time spent with their own children.
In Chesnutt’s biography of Douglass (1899), he notes that, due to the separation of
mother and child, Douglass’s mother Harriet could only visit him at night: “All his
impressions of [his mother] were derived from a few brief visits made to him at Colonel
Lloyd's plantation, most of them at night. These fleeting visits of the mother were
important events in the life of the child” (7). In Narrative, Douglass explains that his
mother “made her journeys to see me in the night, travelling the whole distance on foot,
after the performance of her day's work. She was a field hand, and a whipping is the
penalty of not being in the field at sunrise” (3). Harriet would walk twelves miles each
way only to lie down with her sleeping son for a few hours each night. This exhausting
trek, in combination with her long laboring hours, may have contributed to her untimely
death when Douglass was only seven. Harriet’s abdication of sleep in order to spend time
with her son represents the many trade-offs female slaves were forced to make
throughout their lives. Rather than take for granted the necessities of life, such as sleep,
food, shelter, and time spent with loved ones, slave women were forced to choose
between them, even at the risk of death.
While female slaves seem the most vulnerable in a system of sleep surveillance—
where the risk of sexual violence is much higher, Chesnutt also attributes a certain power
to enslaved women in relation to sleep. Throughout his composition of the Conjure
stories, Chesnutt depicts female slaves as being particularly adept at interpreting dreams.
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Cindy, in “A Deep Sleeper,” for instance, contributes to the deception of Mars Dugal by
claiming to have dreamt of Skundus’s return from his long slumber. The next morning
Skundus arrives “rubbin’ his eyes ez ef he hadn’ got waked up good yit” (48). Dugal
believes Cindy’s testimony, evincing Chesnutt’s historical understanding that female
slaves were often known for their talents of premonition. As Chesnutt explains in his
essay “Superstitions and Folk-Lore of the South” (1901), slaves’ were very much
invested in the power of the dreamworld. Chesnutt explains that a key source of his
information about conjure superstition was a local North Carolina woman by the name of
Old Aunt Harriet. He describes her as “a dreamer of dreams and a seer of visions” (202),
upon whom “I was able now and then to draw a little upon her reserves of superstition”
(202). He recounts her story of having awakened from a dream with the cure for an
ailment inflicted upon her by a curse. Chesnutt is quick, however, to show his
ambivalence in believing the woman’s story: “Education . . . has thrown the ban of
disrepute upon witchcraft and conjuration” (Conjure 199). Yet, by scrutinizing the
environment that shaped slave culture, Chesnutt lends veracity to slave women’s
connection to the dream world. In his stories, he presents vivid dreaming as a means for
reconciling psychological and bodily trauma.
Rather than rely on gender stereotypes that associate women with the world of
fancy and men with the world of facts and reality, Chesnutt depicts the dream world as a
means for female slaves to process trauma slaves they experience in their waking lives.
At night, if slaves weren’t suffering the anxieties of sleeplessness, they may have been
undergoing worst torture—experiencing night terrors that replayed the violence and
atrocities of day-to-day slavery. Historian Jonathan White explains that “The horrors and
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realities of slavery made indelible marks on the minds of slaves, sometimes keeping them
from sleeping, and other times infiltrating their dreams” (85). Moreover, the National
Sleep Foundation claims that individuals who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder
undergo “flashbacks . . . at night, while sleeping” (1). These “replicative nightmares . . .
are different than ordinary nightmares” (1) and are often recalled much more vividly
upon waking. On the other hand, even slave women who hadn’t suffered immense trauma
were still likely to experience lucid dreaming as a result of sleep deprivation. A 2012
psychological sleep study found that sleep deprivation contributed to symptoms such as
“vivid fantasizing” (Van der Kloet et al 161) and “waking dreams” (164) that disorient
sleepers upon waking. As a result, dreams can be recalled in vivid details for those
suffering from prolonged wakefulness.
Chesnutt’s interest in female slaves, their trauma, and their unique connections to
dream world may have stemmed, in part, from the famous stories of Harriet Tubman.
White explains that “Accounts of [Tubman’s] dreams have appeared in newspapers,
children’s books, and adult nonfiction. . . . One fugitive slave in Canada said in 1860 that
‘Moses [Tubman’s nickname or nom de guerre] is got de charm,’ and that ‘De whites
can’t catch Moses, kase you see she’s born wid de charm’” (82)—the charm being her
ability to interpret messages of freedom sent to her in her dreams. In Tubman’s case,
however, it was not simply prolonged wakefulness that enabled her to recall to her
dreams so vividly. According to Earl Conrad, her twentieth-century biographer, Tubman
suffered from narcolepsy, a condition caused by a head injury she suffered at the hands of
an overseer when she was a teenager (White 83). Her lifetime of lethargy was literally
inflicted upon her by her violent environment. Tubman, therefore, was a real-life “Deep
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Sleeper.” In Tubman’s 1886 biography, Bradford describes “the turns of somnolency to
which [Harriet] has always been subject” (82) and explains that her head injuryxxviii “left
her subject to a sort of stupor or lethargy at times; coming upon her in the midst of
conversation, or whatever she may be doing, and throwing her into a deep slumber, from
which she will presently rouse herself, and go on with her conversation or work” (110111). Vivid and lucid dreaming are common symptoms for those suffering from
narcolepsy.xxix Although Chesnutt lacked the medical knowledge we now have for
interpreting symptoms of vivid and lucid dreaming, he was keenly aware of
connections—both oppressive and uplifting—between Southern environmental factors
and the extreme sleep phenomena experienced by slaves. Through the lens of Tubman’s
vivid dreaming as a “charm” that eluded “de whites,’ extreme sleep phenomena can be
seen not merely a symptom of sleep deprivation and psychosomatic injury but also as an
avenue for processing trauma and subverting white Southern power in the U.S. South.
In “Sis’ Becky’s Pickaninny” (1898), included as the fifth story in the Conjure
collection, Chesnutt uses the dream world to articulate the trauma Becky undergoes after
being separated from her son. Becky’s anguish mirrors the melancholy that Annie
experiences, possibly as a result of childlessness,xxx in the outer frame of the tale. Annie’s
neurasthenia is evident from the first lines of the Conjure series. “The Goophered
Grapevine” opens with John’s recollecting the purpose for their relocation from Ohio to
North Carolina: “Some years ago my wife was in poor health, and our family doctor . . .
advised a change of climate” (Conjure 3). At the start of “Sis Becky’s Pickaninny,”
Annie has fallen into a depression so deep that “nothing seemed to rouse her” (102).
After witnessing Annie’s sorrowful countenance, Julius tells a story that represents
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Chesnutt’s efforts to transcend the racial boundaries that doctors, such as George Beard,
established between white neurasthenia and black hysteria.
Julius’s story about Becky picks up after her husband is sold away, and she is left
to console herself with the company of her son Mose. Similar to Douglass’s mother,
Becky is only able to spend time with her son at night after a long day of work in the
fields. When her master, Kunnel Pen’leton, tells a horsetrader that he can pick any slave
on his plantation in exchange for a horse, Becky is devastated to find that she is the
trader’s choice. Pen’leton disapproves of separating mother and child and offers to give
Mose to the trader for free. But the man refuses, telling Pen’leton: “I’ll keep dat ‘oman so
busy she’ll fergit de baby; fer niggers is made ter wuk, en dey ain’ got no time fer no sich
foolis’ness ez babies’” (Conjure 105). But Becky doesn’t forget—not while she is awake
or asleep. Both Becky and Mose suffer and grow ill due to the separation. Aunt Nancy,
Mose’s caretaker, consults the Conjure Woman Peggy, who transforms Mose into a
hummingbird and sends him to visit his mother. Mother and son are overjoyed by their
visit and, that night, Becky “dremp all dat night dat she wuz holdin’ her pickaninny in her
arms, en kissin’ him, en nussin’ him, des lack she useter do back on de ole plantation
whar he wuz bawn. En fer th’ee er fo’ days Sis’ Becky went ‘bout her wuk wid mo’
sperrit dan she’d showed sence she’d be’n down dere ter dis man’s plantation” (107). Just
like sustenance or sleep, spending time with Mose—either in the real world or in her
dreams—has a healing effect for Becky. Eventually, Aunt Nancy grows too exhausted by
her labors to carry Mose to and from Aunt Peggy’s. As a result, Becky begins to miss her
son. She grows hysterical after she dreams the same dream three nights in row: [She]
dremp’ her pickaninny wuz dead” (109). She finds a bag Peggy left for her in her
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doorway and is convinced that she has been cursed and will die along with her son. Her
agitation grows to such an extent that her new master returns her to Pen’leton’s
plantation, and she is reunited with her son.
As with “A Deep Sleeper” and “Dave’s Neckliss,” the inner tale of “Sis Beck’s
Pickaninny” concludes with a slave filling the mold of black stereotypes—only so Julius
might shatter them. Becky’s hysterical actions wind up enabling her reunion with her son.
Left with no alternatives, Becky is so alarmed by her nightmare—and the fear that she
may never see her child again—that she resorts to sheer panic. Becky’s behavior doesn’t
erupt from some innate hysteria, but from the trauma of being separated from her son.
Her lack of sleep and the loss of her son? drives her hysteria. Chesnutt’s correlation
Becky’s hysteria, her trauma, and her struggles with sleep anticipate modern day
revelations about sleep deprivation. For instance, in a 2014 sleep study, Andrea Goldstein
and Matthew Walker used neurobiological imagining to show that “Without sleep, the
ability to adequately regulate and express emotions is compromised at both a brain and
behavioral level, common to both the positive and negative domains of the emotional
spectrum” (701-2). Becky’s extreme elation (after vividly dreaming of a reunion with her
son) and her nervous breakdown (after dreaming him dead) are both results from the
frayed nerves she suffers as a result of poor sleeping and harsh working conditions.
In the outer tale, Annie listens to the story with “greater interest than she had manifested
in any subject for several days” (110). When John calls it a “very ingenious fairy tale”
(110), Annie chastises him: “Why John! . . . The story . . . is true to nature, and might
have happened half a hundred times, and not doubt did happen, in those horrid days
before the war” (110). Lorne Fienberg observes that “by according the tale a truth value,
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[Annie] suggests a new status for Uncle Julius as historian and chronicler of his culture.
Even more perplexing is the apparent therapeutic value of the tale, which seems to set
Annie instantly on the road to recovery from her illness” (171). Annie’s “perplexing”
comment that Becky’s story was “true to nature” may represent Chesnutt’s ironic allusion
to the sharp contrast between Becky’s hysteria and Annie’s neurasthenia: While the
former is forced to deal with her personal trauma amidst body exploitation and prolonged
sleep-deprivation, Annie is afforded the restorative rest she requires to work through her
depression. Thus, Chesnutt’s stories support Kyla Schuller’s contention, in The
Biopolitics of Feeling, that biological determinism did not hold sway during the
nineteenth century (Although she does suggest that it became persuasive around the time
Chesnutt was writing when Mendel’s genetics were rediscovered in 1900). Chesnutt’s
fiction suggests that it is not their innate “nature” that makes one hysterical and the other
comported yet neurasthenic; rather, it is their adverse environments, and, as Schuller
would argue, the degree of attributed susceptibility to those environments.

III. Nowhere to Sleep in the “Sleepy South”
While many Southern slave owners deemed slaves subhuman and often punished
them for exhibiting symptoms of lethargy, white Southerners themselves routinely
embraced and encouraged idleness among their own. In contrast to the cult of
productivity that they forced upon their slaves, whites boasted of the South’s
“restfulness” (for fellow whites only) and indulged in its sleepy atmosphere. As John
explains in the opening of Chesnutt’s “Sis’ Becky’s Pickaninny,” North Carolina
provided “the ozone-laden air of the surrounding piney woods, the mild and equable
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climate, [and] the peaceful leisure of country life” (Conjure 102). In “The Goophered
Grapevine,” the opening tale in the Conjure collection, John observes that he and Annie
“had already caught some of the native infection of restfulness” (5). As the tales
progress, John grows increasingly dormant—A fact noted by scholars such as Margaret
Bauer, who explains, “John certainly becomes, in the course of this collection, a genial
but patronizing plantation owner not unlike those who appear in many of Julius’s stories”
(73). Similarly, Gleason frames John’s transition as a “decline from energetic ‘pioneer’ . .
. to leisured capitalist” (65). Bauer and Gleason link John’s transformation to the pre-war
period: Bauer likens John to the slave owners in Julius’s past and Gleason refers to him
as a “pioneer.” This connection to the past derives from John’s idealization of the
customs of Antebellum Southern gentry. In doing so, he seems to ignore the fact that
slavery maintained such traditions—a system in which whites were entitled to endless
rest while their black counterparts labored at their command.
Chesnutt’s depiction of John as a Neo-Antebellum planter reflects a cultural trend
at the turn of the century, in which Northerners romanticized Southern agrarianism.xxxi
By playing on the plantation fiction formula in the “Uncle Julius” tales, Chesnutt
challenges popular efforts to idealize the Southern past. His tales also represent his
subversion of the regionalist fiction that proliferated after the war. Jennifer Fleissner
articulates a specific local color convention that Chesnutt sought to challenge: “[A]
narrator standing in for the wearied fin-de-siecle urbanite typically finds respite in
visiting rural outposts that retain the slow pace and quirky specificities of a fast-fading
way of life” (316). John’s entrance into the “slow” South, and his transformation into a
sleepy Southerner, represents a cultural desire to return to the boundaries that once
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clearly separated whites’ entitlement to rest from blacks’ enforced productivity.
According to Gleason, “the popular genre of plantation fiction . . . sought, through an
equally purposeful recourse to the perceived ideals of the past, to fix its own definitions
of the proper meanings of ‘place’ for black Americans in the Jim Crow era. Chesnutt
wrote in part . . . to challenge their assumptions and expose their motives, often by
literally and figuratively playing with their forms” (35). Chesnutt takes particular aim at
sleepy whites, whose indolence was the direct result of black industry and toil. Reiss
explains that authors such as Harriet Beecher Stowe contributed to a popular depiction of
“‘the sleepy South’ as a zone where black people did all the bone-wearying work and
slaveholding whites lolled in indolent repose” (134). Chesnutt continued the efforts of
Stowe and others,xxxii who sought to expose the interconnections between Southern
whites’ lethargic lifestyle and the objectification of black bodies.
Throughout Chesnutt’s fiction, white Southerners are constantly dozing. Often,
such sleepers expect their black servants or loved ones to watch over their resting selves.
In The Marrow of Tradition, Polly Ochiltree, who is often caught slumbering, depends on
her black maid, Dinah, to snap her out of her deep sleep-states. In one scene, Dinah
shakes the old woman “vigorously” (126). Polly’s response reveals important insight
about white Southerners’ sleep habits: “‘Dinah,’ exclaimed the old lady, sitting suddenly
upright with a defiant assumption of wakefulness, ‘why do you take so long to come
when I call?’” (126). Failing to acknowledge their descents into sleep, privileged white
characters nonetheless depend on others to watch over their sleep. In The Colonel’s
Dream, Laura lays a veil over her mother’s sleeping face. Upon waking much later, Mrs.
Treadwell immediately calls for her daughter, telling her “I must have been nodding for a
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minute” (55). Chesnutt’s interest in the habits of white Southern sleepers is first evinced
in the “Uncle Julius” tales. At the start of “Hot-Foot Hannibal” (1898), the last story in
the Conjure collection, John is introduced as a trope of the sleepy Southerner. Indulging
in a mid-day nap on his piazza, he is rudely awakened by a loud argument between his
sister-in-law and her Southern fiancé. He takes offense and worries over this intrusion,
revealing how inviolable John believes his sleep to be.
John’s midday nap recalls Mr. Covey, the plantation owner in Douglass’s
autobiography, who “would spend the most of his afternoons in bed” (Narrative 6).
Chesnutt recalls Mr. Covey’s “ministrations” (17) in his biography of Douglass, which
forced upon the slave a “lack of sufficient time in which to eat or to sleep” (17). John’s
napping reflects an entitlement to rest that slave owners practiced daily. Jacobs recalls a
similar hypocrisy regarding Southern sleep practices, in which a slave owner’s rest
depended upon the sleep deprivation of her slave. She explains that “Mrs. Flint . . . had
ruined [her aunt Nancy’s] health by years of incessant, unrequited toil, and broken rest”
(221), in which the woman demanded that Nancy also sleep near her “on the entry floor”
(Jacobs 222). Protecting the sleep of the mistress was so entrenched in the customs of
Antebellum slavery that even in war-time, as Washington recalls, male slaves guarded
over their sleeping mistresses: “Any one attempting to harm ‘young Mistress’ or ‘old
Mistress’ during the night would have had to cross the dead body of the slave to do so.”
Interruptions of white sleep, as happens with John in “Hot-Foot Hannibal,” then, are
considered post-war phenomena. One result of abolition, as Chesnutt satirically implies,
is the sacrifice of whites’ protected slumber.
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In his first published novel, The House Behind the Cedars (1900), Chesnutt sets a
scene in harmony with Fleissner’s description of the “fin-de-siecle urbanite” of local
color fiction. In the novel’s twelfth chapter, George Tryon and Dr. Green pay a visit to
Judge Straight’s office:
[The Judge] was seated by the rear window, and had fallen into a gentle doze—
the air of Patesville was conducive to slumber. A visitor from some bustling city
might have rubbed his eyes, on any but a market-day, and imagined the whole
town asleep—that the people were somnambulists and did not know it. The judge,
an old hand, roused himself so skillfully, at the sound of approaching footsteps,
that his visitors could not guess but that he had been wide awake (House 128).
The Judge, the narrator implies, has developed a keen skill for awakening himself from a
nap to avoid being caught sleeping on the job. Even more interestingly, the narrator
observes that the inhabitants of Patesville—the same fictional town where John takes up
his residence in the “Uncle Julius” tales—are “somnambulists” who “did not know it.”
Chesnutt suggests here that white Southerners, such as the judge, subconsciously
embrace a lifestyle of lethargy. In other words, whites in power in the South sought to
live their lives of leisure while, at the same time, boasting their adherence to Taylorism
and Fordism—believing they were constantly productive, alert, and on guard. Thus,
Chesnutt turns the tables by making whites seems more anachronistic to the industrial
movement than their modern black counterparts.
In the cultural moment in which Chesnutt was writing, frustration coincided with
fear over black bodies’ disturbance of white sleep. In the scene just before visiting the
Judge, Tryon waits for Dr. Green in his office: “Finding the armchair wonderfully

112

comfortable, and feeling the fatigue of his journey, he yielded to a drowsy impulse,
leaned his head on the cushioned back of the chair, and fell asleep” (106). His nap is
disturbed by a visitor, who enters the office looking for Dr. Green. Tryon struggles to
rouse himself: “Tryon was in that state of somnolence in which one may dream and yet
be aware that one is dreaming, . . . The shock was sufficient to disturb Tryon's slumber,
and he struggled slowly back to consciousness” (107). When he learns the skin color of
the caller, he feels “a momentary touch of annoyance that a negro woman should have
intruded herself into his dream at its most interesting point” (107). Nestled in the doctor’s
cozy office, Tryon is taken aback by a black individual’s ability to not only interrupt but
also to “shock” and “disturb” him in his vulnerable sleeping state.
Chesnutt’s caricature lampoons tendencies by white authors to thematize the
threat of black invasion. For instance, Thomas Dixon’s The Leopard’s Spots (1902)—the
novel that inspired D.W. Griffin’s 1915 film Birth of a Nation—is rife with white
characters who cannot sleep for fear of black invasion and retribution. At one point, white
South Carolinians gather to pray “for deliverance from the ruin that threatened the state
under the dominion of . . . the negroes” (93): “In many places they met in the churches
the night before, and held all-night watches and prayer meetings. . . . The Baptist church
at Hambright was crowded to the doors with white-faced women and sorrowful
men. About ten o'clock in the morning, pale and haggard from a sleepless night of prayer
and thought, the Preacher arose to address the people” (94). The anxieties expressed by
Southern whites in Dixon’s novel resonate with concerns held by plantation owners long
before the war. Nat Turner’s slave rebellion, for example, serves as a historical marker
for the cultivation of night-time anxiety among Southern whites. In August 1831, Turner
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and other rebel slaves used the cover of night to slaughter slaveholding families
throughout Southampton County, Virginia. Fears of being murdered in their sleep led
plantation owners to further restrict the liberties of both slaves and free blacks in the
aftermath of the massacre. In Charleston, for instance, wealthy landowners encircled their
homes with chevaux-de-frise—wrought-iron fences topped with spears—to prevent
marauding blacks from murdering them in their sleep (Kytle and Roberts). Despite
numerous precautions, the threat of black violence upon sleeping white bodies was ever
present in the Antebellum South. As Jacobs reflects in her autobiography, “That their
masters sleep in safety is owing to [slaves’] superabundance of heart” (140). In a postwar setting, as in Dixon’s novel, white Southerners feared that black communities—
empowered by abolition—would use the cover of night to enact violence upon their
sleeping bodies.
Another popular novel at the turn of the century, Albion Tourgee’s A Fool’s
Errand (1879) tells a different story than Dixon’s. It reveals how white supremacist
violence prevented Southern blacks from attaining rest. Tourgee’s protagonist, Comfort
Servosse, is a carpetbagger whose efforts to advance black civil rights in North Carolina
are constantly stymied by white supremacy. Like Annie in the “Uncle Julius” tales,
Servosse relocates to the South to improve his symptoms of neurasthenia. After settling
into a small community similar to Chesnutt’s fictional Patesville, Servosse uncovers the
dark side of Southern life in the Reconstruction Era. Halfway through the novel, Servosse
cites a newspaper account of the disappearance of John Walters, a black politician, which
read: “The niggers of Rockford are in tribulation, but the white people of the good old
county will sleep easier” (185). Later, Servosse recounts the discovery that Walters was
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being held in the courthouse: “The colored people . . . were sure their lost leader was
within--dying or dead, they knew not which. They called him by name, but knew he
could not answer. None slept of the colored people: they waited, watched, and mourned”
(192-3). In Tourgee’s novel, white Southerners can only rest easy when African
Americans are plagued with fear. Whereas the whites in Dixon’s stories lose sleep over
the fear of abstract black aggression, the whites in A Fool’s Errand “sleep easier” only
after the murder of a black leader inflicts anxiety and sleeplessness upon the black
community.
Chesnutt emphasizes interrupted sleep in a post-war South to disabuse white
Northerner’s of romanticizing the region all nostalgia, escape, and leisure—a place where
you can sleep and be lazy while others do the work for you. As a result, Julius’s
storytelling finds ways to invade John’s rest. At the end of “Po’ Sandy” (1888), featured
as the second story in the Conjure collection, John is “startled … out of an incipient
doze” (Conjure 22) when Annie awakens him in the night. Julius’s tale centers around
the slave Sandy, who suffers from exhaustion because he is constantly transported
between his master’s many plantations. Eventually, he asks his wife Tenie to conjure
him, telling her: “I wisht I wuz a tree, er a stump, er a rock, er sump’n w’at could stay on
de plantation fer a w’ile” (17). She grants his wish and turns him into a pine tree. Later,
when the master’s wife requests a new kitchen, Sandy-the-tree is chopped down and
sawed into construction lumber. Before hearing Julius’s tale, Annie hopes to use the
building as her own kitchen but, after hearing of Po’ Sandy’s plight, she reverses her
request. In digesting the meaning of Julius’s tale, Annie is compelled to awaken her
husband and share with him her new understanding. After long rumination, Annie
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realizes that the story provides important insight about capitalist consumption and the
exploitation of black labor. By appealing to Annie as the more sympathetic reader,xxxiii
Julius forces his moral upon John in so personal a way that it invades his precious sleep.
Chesnutt contrasts John’s trivial dramas—such as an interrupted midday nap—
with the sleep not afforded many black men in the Jim Crow South. Julius’s storytelling,
then, works to dismantle John’s many appreciations for a newly industrialized South, in
which he, as carpetbagger and plantation owner, can oversee production without having
to lift a finger. In “The Conjurer’s Revenge,” written in 1889 and featured as the fourth
story in the Conjure collection, John tells Julius how proud he is of the new railroad that
will enable him to ship his produce North. Julius is not nearly as thrilled and, in the
conversation that follows, he slyly schools John on the industrial exploitation of black
labor. Julius suggests that, to make enough produce to ship North, John will need to
purchase an additional horse for plowing. When John replies that he’d rather purchase a
mule, Julius tells him: “I doan lack ter dribe a mule. I’s alluz afeared I mought be
imposin’ on some human creetur; eve’y time I cuts a mule wid a hick’ry, ‘pears ter me
mos’ lackly I’s cuttin’ some er my own relations, er somebody e’se w’at can’t he’p
deyse’ves” (24). John evinces little understanding of the mule metaphor in Julius’s tale,
but as Stepto points out, “As symbols of agricultural life in the South, mules have been
historically associated in U.S. culture with enslaved African American laborers, often to
racist ends” (Conjure 24). Chesnutt also associates Julius’s discussion of the mule with
the new railroad. This connection might allude to the mass employment of African
American men as railroad porters at the turn of the century. Like mules who are forced to
bear heavy loads upon their backs, porters were required to cart around the possessions of
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white rail travelers. Moreover, railroad porters were not granted their own sleeping
spaces and were often forced to endure days on end with little to no sleep.
In the outer tale of “The Conjurer’s Revenge,” Chesnutt correlates farm labor and
railroad expansion with objectified black workers to highlight the professional options
available to the South’s post-war African-American men: railroad labor or tenant
farming. One represented (literal) mobility, the other stasis, but neither greatly exceeded
the exploitative conditions black Southerners endured during slavery. Black railroad
porters, for example, were forced to suffer extreme sleep-deprivation. Alan Derickson
recounts that “From its founding in 1867, [George] Pullman hired only African American
porters for its sleeping cars. . . . Maid jobs were reserved exclusively for black women”
(87). Over the next forty years, Pullman continued to employ African Americans with
little to no labor law restrictions. Citing the Hours of Service Act of 1907, Derickson
notes that the legislation did not protect railroad porters “because neither Congress nor
the Interstate Commerce Commission considered their work essential to the safety of the
traveling public” (89). Derickson refers to a Pullman conductor’s account in 1901 who
“estimated that [porters] got four or fewer hours sleep per night” (90) and who admired
his hired porter for his “ability to keep wide awake when he is a living corpse from want
of sleep” (90). Not only were porters expected to function on little to no sleep, they were
also deprived of private sleeping quarters: Porters were expected to “sleep in public
places, mainly in the men’s lounges and restrooms of the sleeping cars” (Derickson 85).
On trains composed of numerous sleeper cars, black service workers were relegated to
taking their brief snatches of rest in bustling shared spaces. This lack of personal
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restoration—in time and space—was a major issue for African Americans in the Jim
Crow era.
For black laborers who remained in the South, finding one’s own space for sleep
was also a challenge. Vagrancy laws escalated in the years after the Civil War. Black
Southerners who could not afford a home of their own or who shared cramped quarters
with other tenants found no respite in sleeping outdoors. According to Jeffrey Myers, “in
the late nineteenth century, plantation owners, . . . [and] industrialists of an increasingly
industrialized South, benefitted from a convict-lease system, where inmates, often
convicted of nothing more than ‘vagrancy,’ labored under essentially slave conditions”
(7). Peter in The Colonel’s Dream is a prime example in Chesnutt’s fiction of the
objectification of both railroad workers and the implementation of vagrancy laws. Upon
returning to his hometown in North Carolina, Henry encounters Peter, a former slave
from his childhood plantation. Peter recounts his life since his separation from Henry,
telling of his work as a “railroad contractor . . . until overwork had laid him up with a
fever” (28). After Henry leaves Peter, the old man is arrested for vagrancy and auctioned
off as a convict laborer. Luckily for Peter, Henry is the purchaser, providing Peter with
shelter and provisions not afforded the other poor souls sold off to landowning whites.
Recalling John’s “conflation of cheap land and cheap labor” (7) in “The Uncle Julius”
tales, Myers suggest that Chesnutt thematizes “how land owners, before and after
emancipation, exploited . . . African Americans . . . for material gain” (7). Vagrancy laws
are one example in which white elites continued to force black Southern laborers into a
cult of productivity.
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Conclusion
Through Uncle Julius’s storytelling, Chesnutt aims to conjure a white audienceat-large. His tales subvert the stereotypes propagated by nineteenth-century
pseudoscience, as he argues against the “racial” characteristics attributed to African
Americans, showing that they, instead, evolved out the deprivation of black slaves’ most
basic human needs, such as sleep, food, and familial connection. Moreover, Chesnutt
shows the interconnections between these needs, in which slaves were forced to
substitute one for the other. Thus, the conditions of Antebellum slavery forced black
Southerners into states of lethargy, starvation, and social isolation. While Chesnutt
satirizes the racism of white medicine in “A Deep Sleeper,” he also reveals the harsh
realities of sleep deprivation and the cult of productivity in “Mars Jeems’s Nightmare.” In
doing so, Chesnutt imbues his tales with historical reality, a fact evident by the many
testimonies of nineteenth-century slave narratives.
In his well-known May 1880 journal entry, Chesnutt explains: “The object of my
writings would be not so much the elevation of the colored people as the elevation of the
whites. . . . The Negro’s part is to prepare himself for recognition and equality, and it is
the province of literature to open the way for him to get it—to accustom the public mind
to the idea; to lead people out, imperceptibly, unconsciously, step by step, to the desired
state of feeling” (qtd by Bufkin 231). Chesnutt’s objective, then, is to lull his readers into
a state of soporific persuasion. Like the somnambulant sleeper in “Mars Jeems’s
Nightmare” (to whom Solomon feeds a mystical sweet potato), Chesnutt proffers
conjuration to unwitting whites who might then taste the sinister truth of racial
oppression. William Andrews reads “A Deep Sleeper” as having a similar motive: The
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story shows how “the proverbial laziness of the black man is a ploy by which to outlast
the more impatient white man. Unfortunately, it is probable that only an acute reader
(perhaps not even Page himself) would detect these thematic undercurrents. On the
surface, the general reader, to whom Chesnutt as dialect author will have to appeal,
would only find a story of a slave’s improbable triumph over a rather dull-witted and
credulous master” (33). Andrews’ insight reveals how Chesnutt’s efforts were so subtle
that they seemingly went over the heads of both his contemporary readers and his editor
Walter Hines Page at Houghton Mifflin. Page’s rejection of “A Deep Sleeper” for
inclusion in the Conjure collection, Andrews implies, was a result of Page’s own
impatient misreading of the tale. Therefore, as new readers of Chesnutt’s “Uncle Julius”
tales, we must embrace the patience imposed upon us by Julius’s storytelling. Only then,
by giving power to Julius’s management of time through oration, can we glimpse the
injustices long endured by African Americans in the U.S. South
xviii

In this chapter, I follow the example of Heather Gilligan and refer to the stories most
commonly addressed as The Conjure Woman stories as the “Uncle Julius” tales. I find
this more appropriate as a referent, for not all the stories I discuss were included in the
original publication of the Conjure collection and/or do not include elements of
conjuration.
xix

Popik finds an early cultural reference to CPT in a black newspaper, printed in
Chicago in 1912, that describes CPT as a “the vernacular of the street.”
xx

According to Shirley Moody-Turner, “John continues to evaluate Julius and the
plantation environment with such cool self-assurance, and is so thoroughly invested in his
own perceptions, that he presents his observations as though they were undisputed facts.
In yet another brilliant layering of narrative perspective, Chesnutt’s characterization of
John allows the reader to view John as the unaware observer; thus Chesnutt resituates the
folkloric lens to consider not just Julius’s customs and habits, but to also reveal the
customs, traditions, and practices that permeated dominant white cultural groups and
were also used to maintain racially based separation and hierarchy. . . . [A]ssign[ing]
certain racialized characteristics to blacks were, in large part, a by-product of the popular
white imagination” (143).
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xxi

Matthew Taylor details how Chesnutt subverts the plantation formula made famous by
Harris: “Julius’s tales . . . invoke the slave past as a way of reflecting on the lasting
racism of Chesnutt’s contemporary moment, including its at least partial embodiment in
John (and his dismissive condescension toward Julius). Moreover, Chesnutt—in a direct
repudiation of the marked one-dimensionality of Harris’s Uncle Remus—endows his
black characters with a capacity to frustrate those whites who, based on fallacious notions
of their own superiority, would presume to exploit them” (Taylor 118).
xxii

Eric Sundquist notes that “In ‘Mars Jeems's Nightmare’ there are two ‘new niggers’—
first, Mars Jeems himself, who by conjure is turned into a slave, brought to his own
plantation, and made to undergo the cruelties of his overseer's regime; and second,
Julius’s grandson, a lazy, incompetent worker, representative of that postwar generation
of ‘new niggers’ . . . John fires the grandson after a short trial period, but Annie rehires
him after the moral of Julius’s tale sinks in” (328).
xxiii

In the Norton Critical edition of The Conjure Stories, Stepto explains that “Tom,” like
“Sambo,” “is another stereotypical name for an African American man” (95).
xxiv

In her discussion of Chesnutt’s novel The House Behind the Cedars, Gretchen Long
provides historical context for Chesnutt’s interest in nineteenth-century medicine:
“Chesnutt’s decision to have Tryon read a ‘bombastic’ medical article shows that he was
clearly a close reader of medical literature—both from his own time and from before the
Civil War. Antebellum medical literature, when it focused on African American health,
had two chief concerns: first, sound medical advice for slave owners and physicians on
how to keep slaves healthy for labor and reproduction, and second, various scientific and
medical rationales for slavery” (104).
xxv

Chesnutt’s efforts to defy racial stereotypes are exemplified in “A Victim of
Heredity.” After Julius arrives, John asks him: “Why is it that your people can’t let
chickens alone?” (72). Annie chastises her husband for making such an assumption about
an entire race, and is disappointed in Julius’s “yes” in response to John’s question: “It is
in the blood?” (73). Julius’s tale involves an arrangement between Mars Donald
McDonald and Peggy, a conjure woman. McDonald seeks her assistance so that he might
save money by cutting his slaves’ food rations in half. Peggy devises a clever scheme in
which McDonald overuses the conjure mixture, inadvertently starving his slaves. In the
meantime, she instructs a local white man to buy up all the chickens in the area. After
McDonald has exhausted his food stores in an useless effort to replenish his slaves,
Peggy informs him that the only cure is to feed his slave chicken. Julius ends his tale by
telling Annie:
Dey wuz so many niggers on ole Mars Donal’s plantation, . . . en dey got
scattered roun’ so befo’ de wah en sence, dat dey ain’ ha’dly no cullu’d folks in
No’f Ca’lina but w’at’s has got some er de blood er dem goophered niggers in dey
vames. En so eber sence den, all de niggers in No’f Ca’lina has ter hab chick’n at
leas’ oncet er week fer ter keep dey healt’ en strenk. En dat’s w’y cullu’ folks laks
chick’n mo’d’n w’ite folks” (79). Annie, as the more astute reader of Julius’s
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stories gains from Julius’s tale a lesson “about the influence of heredity and
environment(79).
After she has Julius free Sam Jones from John’s smokehouse, Annie instructs John on the
moral of the story. Annie’s reading represents Chesnutt’s efforts to prove that
environmental factors are the reasons for racial differences and the cultivation of racial
stereotypes. Quoting Chesnutt’s own observations, Matthew Wilson writes that “In place
of the explanations of scientific racism . . . , Chesnutt substituted a different
understanding that was commonplace among African American intellectuals in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Racial differences, Chesnutt wrote, can be
accounted for by environment: ‘By modern research the unity of the human race has been
proved . . . and the differentiation of races by selection and environment has been so
stated as to prove itself.’ Deploying this argument, Chesnutt was placing himself in the
mainstream of African American thinking about race. . . . These intellectuals accounted
for the differences in the races by emphasizing differences in environment” (Wilson 13).
Thus, the reader eventually learns that inherited by “blood,” according to Julius, refers to
the descendants of slaves whose food was once goophered by a greedy master.
xxvi

Jonathan White details the many activities taken up by slaves in the night hours:
Nighttime was a restless time for slaves. After dark, slaves often did things that
might earn them stripes from the overseer’s lash if they were caught. Some slaves
taught themselves to read at night. Others worked in the dark, making things that
they could sell to earn some money for themselves or even to purchase their own
freedom. . . .The labor that slaves performed both night and day took a toll on
their health; some remarked that they were often too tired to even stand.
Abolitionist Theodore Dwight Weld complained that the system of slavery did not
permit the slave certain basic liberties, such as the freedom ‘to rest when he is
tired, to sleep when he needs it’ (White 84-5).

xxvii

Bill Christophersen best articulates the psychological trauma that Dave endures:
One of the paradoxes of this complex story is that even though it refutes the
slander of the unfeeling, less-than-human black, it articulates the pathos of the
freedman whose humanity had indeed been eroded by slavery, and whose scarred
psyche stood a poor chance of returning to normal, emancipation notwithstanding.
For ‘Dave’s Neckliss’ deals, on both the inner and outer plane, with the
irreversibility of the transformation wrought on blacks by slavery (213).
Glenda Carpio also does a fine job of explaining how Dave internalizes the stereotype of
the ham-addicted slave: “The story, especially Dave’s self-inflicted lynching, dramatizes
not only the life-destroying effects of racial stereotyping, but also how laughter facilitates
the internalization of such effects by the victims of racism” (335).
xxviii

The following excerpt from Tubman’s biography details her head injury and
subsequent narcoleptic episodes:
Soon after she entered her teens she was hired out as a field hand, and it was
while thus employed that she received a wound, which nearly proved fatal, from
the effects of which she still suffers. In the fall of the year, the slaves there work
in the evening, cleaning up wheat, husking corn, etc. On this occasion, one of the
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slaves of a farmer named Barrett, left his work, and went to the village store in the
evening. The overseer followed him, and so did Harriet. When the slave was
found, the overseer swore he should be whipped, and called on Harriet, among
others, to help tie him. She refused, and as the man ran away, she placed herself in
the door to stop pursuit. The overseer caught up a two-pound weight from the
counter and threw it at the fugitive, but it fell short and struck Harriet a stunning
blow on the head (Bradford 110).
xxix

The Mayo Clinic’s website lists “hallucinations” as a characteristic of narcolepsy:
“These hallucinations are called hypnagogic hallucinations if they happen as you fall
asleep and hypnopompic hallucinations if they occur upon waking. They may be
particularly vivid and frightening because you may be semi-awake when you begin
dreaming and you experience your dreams as reality.”
xxx

Dean McWilliams observes that, in “Sis’ Becky's Pickaninny,”
Annie is deeply stirred by the tale and, John tells us, she is restored to health by it.
The exact nature of Annie's illness is never stated, but we know that she was
already suffering in the North and that she experienced some relief during her first
year of residence in her new home. However, she has recently had a relapse and
fallen into ‘a settled melancholy.’ Her illness seems less physiological than
psychological, although its actual sources are unclear. One possibly significant
fact is that the couple is childless. An earlier miscarriage or a frustrated wish to
conceive might well account for Annie's melancholia (89).

xxxi

Maureen McKnight elaborates upon Chesnutt’s desire to break his white readership of
idealization about the postbellum U.S. South:
Chesnutt reminds his readers not only of northerners’ entrepreneurial aspirations
but also of the devastation in the south, disallowing the romanticization of its
agrarian ways. . . . In challenging his readers through an unromantic impression of
the south, Chesnutt urges them to work through the traumas of slavery and the
War by making clear their ever-present relevance (66).
xxxii

My reference to Reiss’s discussion of Stowe derives from this longer, relevant
excerpt:
In 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville argued that slavery had led the slaveholders to
lead the kinds of slothful lives of dissipation that they attributed to blacks in their
natural state. Tocqueville claimed that the free labor system of the North created
energetic bodies, whereas the slave system led to indolence—not of slaves, but of
masters. In the North, he wrote, ‘the white extends his activity and his intelligence
to all undertakings,’ but members of the southern master class were spoiled by
having others labor for them. In the South, ‘you would say that society is asleep;
man seems idle.’ This picture of white southern somnolence was taken up with a
vengeance by Harriet Beecher Stowe in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, where slavery is
shown to corrupt the morals and the work ethic of whites. The chief
representatives of slavery’s ability to sap the will of whites are the sickly,
lethargic Augustine St. Claire and his hypochondriac, bedridden wife, Marie, who
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together run—or fail to run—a Louisiana plantation. Of Marie, Stowe wrote,
‘There was no end of her various complaints; but her principal forte appeared to
lie in sick-headache which sometimes would confine her to her room three days
out of six.’ Such writers combatted popular images of deep-sleeping, insensate
slaves like those purveyed . . . by Jefferson and Cartwright about black people’s
inability to control their sleep-wake cycles, by depicting ‘the sleepy South’ as a
zone where black people did all the bone-wearying work and slaveholding whites
lolled in indolent repose (134).
xxxiii

See Heather Gilligan’s essay “Reading, Race, and Charles Chesnutt's ‘Uncle Julius’
Tales” for a reading on Annie as representative of the sympathetic reader of Julius’s tales.
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Chapter 3
“A Great Blaze of Electric Light”: Illuminating Sleeplessness in Edith
Wharton’s The House of Mirthxxxiv
The thought of having to wake every morning with this weight on her breast roused her
tired mind to fresh effort. She must find some way out of the slough into which she had
stumbled: it was not so much compunction as the dread of her morning thoughts that
pressed on her the need of action. But she was unutterably tired; it was weariness to
think connectedly.
Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth 134
She had not imagined that such a multiplication of wakefulness was possible: her whole
past was reenacting itself at a hundred different points of consciousness. Where was the
drug that could still this legion of insurgent nerves? The sense of exhaustion would have
been sweet compared to this shrill beat of activities; but weariness had dropped from her
as though some cruel stimulant had been forced into her veins.
Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth 250
In The Decoration of Houses, her 1898 home décor guidebook, Edith Wharton
scrutinizes the emergence of imitation “bric-à-brac” (184) and domestic electricity.
Lecturing on the “unhealthiness of sleeping in a room with stuff hangings” (70), she
maintains that “dust-collecting upholstery and knick-knacks” (165) contradict the
bedroom’s purpose as a resting space. She also critiques the artificially lit home,
declaring that “nothing has done more to vulgarize interior decoration than [electric
light], which . . . has taken from our drawing-rooms all air of privacy” (126). Such a
vexation is reflected in The House of Mirth when Mrs. Peniston, upon being introduced to
the reader, frets over a partially uncovered window. Because she has an electrically-lit
front room, she bemoans her maid’s accidental exposure of artificial illumination through
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a “the streak of light under one of the blinds” (Wharton 84). An artificially lit home is
even more embarrassing for Mrs. Peniston’s niece and ward, the protagonist of the novel,
Lily: “Seated under the cheerless blaze of the drawing-room chandelier—Mrs. Peniston
never lit the lamps unless there was ‘company’—Lily seemed to watch her own figure
retreating down vistas of neutral-tinted dulness” (80). All distinction of decorative
expression is achromatized by the harsh glare of electricity, leaving Lily’s future to be
housed in a home of “neutral-tinted dulness.” For Lily, Mrs. Peniston’s reliance upon
electricity represents social inferiority. She finds its distressing to live amidst the
vulgarity of artificial light and is plagued by electricity’s intrusion upon her private life.
The bedroom, in particular, is where she most manifests such anxieties. Throughout the
novel, Lily obsesses over the impossibility of attaining restful sleep in subpar sleeping
quarters.
Wharton’s aversions to festooned bedrooms and twenty-four-hour lighting
fixtures illuminate her critique of society’s devaluation of both sleep and its designated
spaces. Thomas Edison, famous for his light-bulb innovation, personifies the impact
electric light had on American sleep practices. In 1895 he claimed, “People do not need
several hours of continuous sleep, and that a few minutes, or an hour, of unconscious rest
now and then is all that is required. . . . The habit of sleep was formed before the era of
artificial light when people had no other way of spending hours in the darkness” (qtd. in
Derickson 10). Rather than retire to the bedroom, Edison encouraged professional and
social activity throughout the night. He advocated for brief naps, either erect or seated,
amidst ongoing activity. Contrary to Wharton’s appreciation of private sleep-spaces,
Edison’s “heroic wakefulness” (Derickson 5) de-emphasized such a necessity, promoting
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a myth that the mind—via socio-cultural practices—could overpower the body’s
physiological dependence upon routine rest.
In line with Victorian engendering of public and private spaces, Wharton’s The
Decoration of Houses provides an feminine antithesis to Edison’s “heroic wakefulness”
in the workplace. She correlates electric luminescence with arenas of municipality and
transport and its candle-lit counterpart with the domestic and private: “In passageways
and offices, electricity is of great service; but were it not that all ‘modern improvements’
are thought equally applicable to every condition of life, it would be difficult to account
for the adoption of a mode of lighting which makes the salon look like a rail-way station”
(126). Wharton characterizes artificial light as a complement to the constant commotion
of “passageways” and “rail-way station[s],” and aligns herself with Edison in relating
electricity to industry. Unlike Edison, however, Wharton reveals in The House of Mirth
the dangerous toll an electrifying and highly mobile lifestyle can have on the private
interiors of the home and, most significantly, the intimate practice of sleep.
In the novel, then, perpetual wakefulness does not result from, or facilitate, a
healthy, productive lifestyle, nor is it something the body can endure for long. Her 1905
novel critiques the Edisonian cult of wakefulness by exploring how modern innovation
and shifting socialities interrupt bodily rest, something best exemplified in the moments
before Lily’s death: “She felt so profoundly tired that she thought she must fall asleep at
once; but as soon as she had lain down every nerve started once more into separate
wakefulness. It was as though a great blaze of electric light had been turned on in her
head, and her poor little anguished self shrank and cowered in it, without knowing where
to take refuge” (250). This passage reveals the frayed nerves that result from Lily’s
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destructive, cultural surroundings. Despite the darkness of her bedroom, artificial
brightness pervades Lily’s headspace and prevents her enervated body from attaining the
most basic human need—restful sleep.
Much Wharton scholarship reveals the author’s reticence toward a society
centered upon technologically enhanced ways of living. Carol Baker Sapora, for instance,
emphasizes the “conspicuousness” of artificial lighting in Wharton’s domestic spaces,
noting that electricity “first served only those who could afford the costly installation”
(268). Sapora identifies these early home installments of electricity as a form of
“conspicuous consumption”—a term coined by Thorstein Veblen in 1899. It defined a
turn-of-the century trend in which elites asserted upper-class status through overt displays
of consumptive leisure and non-productive social activity. Veblen’s socio-economical
lens is employed specifically in Mirth studies to understand the effect a milieu, which is
centered upon “conspicuous consumption,” has on the socially marginalized Lily. WaiChee Dimock, whose foundational study focuses on the inescapability of the
marketplace, claims: “The fluidity of currencies in The House of Mirth . . . attests to the
reduction of human experience to abstract equivalents for exchange” (784). Dimock
argues that Lily’s thematic deterioration reflects Wharton’s condemnation of a society
that would commodify both human bodies and social performances. Indeed, Lily’s most
coveted items for trade are her raw beauty and youthful energy. However, she comes to
realize that her prized resources are fast waning currency in a society newly shaped by
technological innovation. Martha Banta, identifying electricity as one of Wharton’s
“vivid historical markers,” observes that electric light “is a threat to . . . Lily Bart, whose
‘last asset’ is a waning physical beauty more kindly set off by ‘candle-flames’” (62).
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Furthermore, Lori Merish notes that Mirth’s upper-class female characters succeed only
through their display of feminine beauty and masculine wealth. Consequently, Lily’s
avoidance of marriage—her desire for an identity beyond the ornamental—denigrates her
social standing.
Another factor in Lily’s decline can be found in her bloodline. Barbara Hochman
explores the failings that result from what Wharton describes as Lily’s “slowly
accumulated past [which] lives in the blood” (229). Jennie Kassanoff—referring to what
Laura Otis terms “‘organic memory,’ in which ‘repeated patterns of sensations, whether
of the recent or distant past, had left traces in the body’”—focuses on Lily’s declaration
to Gerty that she has inherited the traits of “some wicked pleasure-loving ancestress”
(60). Otis’s concept partially underscores the significance of Lily’s lengthy recollections
of her parents, specifically their ineptitudes and failures which she comes to see in
herself. What is central to Mirth scholarship is Wharton’s curiosity about the cultural,
environmental, and inherited factors that shape and, in Lily’s case, condemn an
individual.
This essay draws from analyses of Lily’s many forms of indebtedness—
economic, social, and biological—to focus particularly on her accrual of sleep debt. This
latter deficit has not been a central focus within Mirth criticism, yet it inhibits Lily from
fully repaying the social and financial debts articulated by Dimock and those of a
biological nature, as separately traced by Hochman and Kassanoff. Preserving her upperclass membership incessantly commands Lily’s time and energy and deprives her of
restful sleeping hours. Swayed by the American ethos of efficiency and productivity, Lily
begins to consider sleep itself a weakness, a process exacerbated by the machine-like
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rhythms of modernity. Unlike her protagonist, however, Wharton clearly cares for sleep.
Her detailed rendering of Lily’s various sleep-acts, some of which occur beyond Lily’s
consciousness, portrays sleep as both biological impulse and physiological necessity.
Discussing Lily’s string of marital rejections, Donna Campbell notes Lily’s “curiously
maladaptive habit of procrastination and refusal” (249), phrasing that also connotes Lily’s
treatment of sleep, for she constantly resists or ignores bodily fatigue. Numerous
critics,xxxv Campbell included, have commented on the significance of Carry Fisher’s
perceptive description of Lily: “She works like a slave preparing the ground and sowing
her seed; but the day she ought to be reaping the harvest she over-sleeps herself or goes
off on a picnic” (147–48). The odd verb phrase “over-sleeps herself” is not simply a
throwaway line in a moral parable for the Gilded Age, such as an updated “The Ant and
the Grasshopper” or “The Tortoise and the Hare.” Rather, Wharton’s choice of reflexive
verb emphasizes Carry Fisher’s presumption that Lily’s very act of sleeping is both a
bodily indulgence and a social impediment. Therefore, I propose that the disruptive
action of “over-sleep” reflects Wharton’s deeper physiological and philosophical
concerns about the consequences of modernity’s cult of wakefulness. It is through Lily’s
sleep deprivation, which ultimately leads to her fatal overdose of chloral, that Wharton
reveals her critique of a society that left no room for rest or regeneration.

1. Sleeplessness and Cultural Compulsion
Wharton’s failure to singularly identify the traits that cause Lily’s insomnia—
whether they be genetically inherited or an effect of her environment—echoes a similar
gap in the period’s debates over nature versus nurture. Prior to William Bateson’s
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definition of “genetics” in 1909, turn-of-the-century thinkers investigated inherited and
environmental factors that rendered certain bodies ill-equipped for urban life. Laying the
groundwork for what is now referred to as neurophysiology, medical studies began
correlating the human body’s bioelectric activity with external systems of electricity. The
prominence of The War of Currentsxxxvi boosted debates over the safety of electrical
grids, through which exposed wires started fires, shocked bodies, and augmented public
concern over electricity’s interaction with fast-paced, urban dwellers. Even with electrical
safety’s improvement at the start of the twentieth century, the medical community
worried over the heterogeneous effects of electric light. Cultural historian Ernest
Freeberg observes that “As Americans worked to realize all of electric light’s
possibilities, [they] saw that the light was . . . changing their relationship to the natural
world, shaping the rhythm of their days and transforming their culture. . . . This new
regime of intensified light energized some and exhausted others. Doctors warned that
electricity’s light disrupted sleep patterns” (7). Through Lily’s private struggle with sleep
and its phenomena, Wharton presents Lily’s sleep dysfunction as idiosyncratic,
something unique to her interaction within a technologically enmeshed society. Lily’s
secrecy, in using chloral to escape her mind’s “great blaze of electric light,” is
emblematic of her fear that sleep struggles equate to social oddity. Indeed, struggling to
attain sleep was an idea new to turn-of-the-century society, as medical historian James
Horne reflects: “Aids to better sleep abounded as did notions about what sleep was for”
(208). Presentations of sleeplessness, which spurred medical classification and soporific
dispensation, became a marker for those who failed to adapt to the modern world.
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The period’s codification of nervous disorders identified those “exhausted others”
to whom sleep aids were prescribed. Neurologist George Beard defined “neurasthenia” as
a modern American disease that resulted from an urbanite’s overstimulated nervous
system. In his 1869 study, he observes that “one of the most constant symptoms of
neurasthenia is wakefulness” (182) and identifies sleep as “the best of all barometers of
functional nervous disorder” (182). Beard confirms neurasthenia to “run in families . . .
[via] inheritance” (2) but notes variations in neurasthenia’s symptomatic sleep
dysfunction: “Some neurasthenic patients can only sleep by night—never by day,
however wearied. Others can sleep by day; often fall to sleep when they especially desire
to keep awake, but at night toss in painful activity” (45). Although he asserts that
neurasthenia is indeed inherited, Beard cannot account for its varied effects on sufferers’
sleep habits. This lends insight into Mirth’s intense, yet inconclusive, scrutiny of Lily’s
parents. Similar to Beard, Wharton fails to distinguish between the neurasthenic
characteristics that run in Lily’s blood (what would now be considered genetic
transference) and those which are environmental. Nonetheless, Wharton provides her
readers with a fictional case study of sorts as she details Lily’s many sleep dysfunctions.
Despite the period’s scientific shortcomings,xxxvii Wharton was nonetheless
influenced by turn-of-the-century investigations into sleep, which preceded recent studies
in sleep medicine. Lily’s sleeplessness is symptomatic of the twenty-first-century concept
of “sleep debt,” defined as the “cumulative build-up of sleep pressure, especially from
inadequate recovery sleep over multiple days” (Van Dongen, et al 6). “Recovery sleep” is
used specifically here, as its refers to the achievement of proficient sleeping hours per the
body’s natural rhythms. Modern sleep studies have concluded that adjusting to sleep debt
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is impossible, for the human body is ill-equipped to handle a prolonged sleep deficit,
which can lead to serious health consequences, including death (Wells and Vaughn 235).
Even now, sleep studies focus on the implications inherent in American culture’s
reorganization of time, which values industriousness and technological interaction over
an adherence to biological sleep patterns.xxxviii Wharton’s novel serves as a literary
testament to turn-of-the twentieth century investigations into sleeplessness, particularly
those which remain central to medical research today.
Lily’s accrual of sleep debt is evident by the novel’s second chapter. After retiring
from a late night of card playing, she is acutely aware of her precarity as an unwed
twenty-nine-year-old woman. She is “conscious of having to pay her way” (23) to attain
Judy Trenor’s hospitality, with “pay” referring more to her relinquishment of time than
actual money. Although she does lose coin to cards, her primary duty to is to entertain
fellow guests as reimbursement to her hostess, and Lily attributes her visible signs of
aging and her financial deficiency to this exhausting form of subjugation. Examining her
reflection in the mirror, Lily “was frightened by two little lines near her mouth, faint
flaws in the smooth curve of the cheek. ‘Oh, I must stop worrying!’ she exclaimed.
‘Unless it’s the electric light’” (25). Lily frets over electric light’s exaggerating effects,
fearing its negative impact on her image of marriageability. Lily also worries over her
risky financial choices, as she is dismayed by her reckless gambling.
With only twenty dollars left, Lily “fancied that she must have been robbed” (24),
and only convinces herself otherwise by exhaustively recounting her finances: “Her head
was throbbing with fatigue, and she had to go over the figures again and again” (24). In
her younger years, Lily resisted gambling, understanding it to be dangerously addictive.
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However, after routinely playing, “the passion had grown in her . . . and the increasing
exhilaration of the game drove her to risk higher stakes at each fresh venture” (24). On
this night, Lily had risked too much and performed terribly. According to a recent
neuroscientific study of sleep-debt detriment, sleep deficits negatively affect visual
cognition, causing “a marked decline in viewing-task performance [that] is proportional
to individual vulnerability to sleep deprivation” (Motomura et al 98). Moreover, the
Neurodiagnostic study found that sleep-deprivation is a leading cause of reckless and
addictive behavior (Wells and Bradley 235). It also claims that ongoing sleep debt leads
to a string of negative presentations: Fatigue, irritability, concentration difficulties,
disorientation, changes in mood, visual hallucinations, and paranoid thoughts are some of
the problems associated with sleep deprivation and directly affect a person's
performance” (235). In this scene, Lily presents many of these symptoms, such as
paranoia, fatigue and concentration difficulty. Lily’s economic anxieties match her
mental paranoia and bodily fatigue, all of which combine to strain her financial
calculations and complicate her social strategizing. Although Wharton lacked a twentyfirst century lexicon for symptoms of sleep-deprivation, the author uncannily captures the
bodily repercussion of prolonged wakefulness in ways that precede later scientific
discoveries.
Lily’s internal conflict—between anxious worry and physical exhaustion—brings
about concentration difficulties and paranoid thoughts. These symptoms of sleeplessness
prevent her from falling into a restful, sleep state. After she finally settles into bed, her
cognitive descent into troubled sleep functions as a narrative device to inform the reader
of her tumultuous past: “She remembered how her mother, after they had lost their
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money, used to say to her with a kind of fierce vindictiveness: ‘But you’ll get it all back .
. . with your face’” (25). Lily’s wrinkles—emphasized by electric light—are detrimental
to her mother’s definition of success, which hinges upon youthful attractiveness. This
recollection increases Lily’s angst, as it “roused a whole train of association, and she lay
in the darkness reconstructing the past out of which her present had grown” (25). Despite
the dimness and comfort of her Bellomont bedroom, Lily cannot calm her nerves for
restful sleep. Instead, a “train of association” flickers through her anxious mind,
recollecting her past and illuminating her present predicament.
The following day, Lily’s “state of dependence” (34) is reinforced when she
awakens to an early morning summons from Judy, which prevents Lily from resting in
the manner of other female guests, who sleep into the afternoon. Lily’s indebtedness to
Judy highlights a particular aspect of leisure-class culture. According to Veblen, leisure
takes on a specific definition within the context of female conspicuous consumption:
“The leisure rendered by the wife . . . is, of course, not a simple manifestation of idleness
or indolence. It almost invariably occurs disguised under some form of work or
household duties or social amenities, which . . . serve little or no ulterior end beyond
showing that she does not occupy herself with anything that is gainful or that is of
substantial use” (39). At the start of the novel, Lily finds herself carrying out these
nonproductive tasks at Judy’s command. In this way, Lily furthers Judy’s leisurely status
by performing the tasks Judy would typically do herself so that her hostess may prolong
her own resting time. After Lily “took a day off” (60) to venture with Selden, Judy takes
“nearly an hour to admonish her friend” whose “gambling debt” (61) also served to scare
away the ideal suitor—rich bachelor Percy Gryce. The purpose of Judy’s chastisement is
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merely to have “reproached [Lily] for missing the opportunity to eclipse her rivals” (62),
but Lily senses from Judy’s words “the mounting tide of indebtedness” (62) that she is
accruing.
In The Ethnography of Manners, Nancy Bentley observes that within the context
of turn-of-the century New York society, “Wharton revises and exhibits manners as the
essential, sometimes disguised, rites of social cohesion and punishment rather than as
inherent standards of propriety” (2). Lily’s social subjugation results in her being forced
to perform duties that no else desires to do. One of those chores is to pick up Gus Trenor
from the train station, a duty previously delegated to Carry Fisher. Carry’s divorcée status
allows her to spend time with, and receive money from, married men. For the unwed
Lily, however, it is taboo for her to engage in either activity. Despite the risk, Lily
accepts Gus’s offer to “make a handsome sum of money for her without endangering the
small amount she possessed” (67). In her discussion of the naturalist trope of “modern
young woman” (9), Jennifer Fleissner defines one of its conventions to be “compulsive
behavior,” which condemns its character even more so than determinism, for it
“indicate[s] more of a participation, even an investment, in one’s own reduction from
agent to automaton” (39). Given that there is a distinctly exhaustive nature inherent in
“compulsive behavior,” Fleissner articulates the ways in which Lily’s sleep deprivation
correlates with her cultural compulsions. Indeed, during her exchange with Gus, Lily
exhibits symptoms of sleeplessness, specifically those that enhance one’s inclination for
risk and the avoidance of undesirable truths (Wells and Vaughn 235). Lily earlier evinces
a concession to recklessness when she delays reckoning with her gambling losses only
after she has left the table. She similarly ignores Gus’s presumptive “lean[ing] a little
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nearer and rest[ing] his hand reassuringly on hers” (68) to distance herself from the
reality of the situation: “The haziness enveloping the transaction served as a veil for her
embarrassment” (68). Yet, she is well aware of the newfound risks she is being forced to
take due to her increasing years and decreasing social status. At a younger age, as Lily
recalls the previous night, she could bask in the splendid lives of her friends without
having to partake in the production of such events. Now, however, having surpassed
“marrying age,” her increasing marginality forces her to take on a string of duties: “Now
she was beginning to chafe at the obligations it imposed, to feel herself a mere pensioner
on the splendor which had once seemed to belong to her” (23). Despite such selfawareness, Lily views her current engagement with Gus through a diffusely lit haze,
thereby passively avoiding its scandalous insinuations. This dream-like disassociation,
which removes Lily’s agency from the ordeal, accords with her symptoms of fatigued
sleeplessness.
Lily’s sleep debt intensifies alongside the sinister nature of her financial dealings
with Gus, who eventually tricks her into a late-night house call. Upon discerning his
motive, Lily rejects his request for a moment of her time. However, Gus feels entitled to
Lily’s five minutes, having gifted her a great sum of money. To her protestations, he
viciously retorts: “I’ll take ‘em. And as many more as I want” (113). Gus’s aggression,
verging on attempted rape, suddenly ceases at the scene’s conclusion, and the narrator
presents Gus’s savagery as the result of sleep deprivation: “The hand of inherited order,
plucked back the bewildered mind which passion had jolted from its ruts. Trenor’s eyes
had the haggard look of the sleep-walker waked on a deathly ledge” (117). Such a figure
recalls the naturalist inner brute who remains, if only temporarily, masked by civility.
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Furthermore, the juxtaposition of Gus’s impulsive desire and “the hand of inherited
order” parallels the oxymoronic sleepwalker, whose sleeping body resists rest and,
instead, hovers above imminent death. As a metaphorical sleepwalker, Gus’s selfrestraint is weakened through his exhaustive pursuit of Lily. Although Darwinian instinct
and behaviorally learned civilities are clearly at war within Gus, the text obscures what is
to blame for his impulsive yet reticent treatment of Lily. Hochman notes that this scene,
reinforcing Lily’s “slowly accumulated past that lives in the blood,” links Gus’s ancestry
to “the norms of ‘gentlemanly’ behavior that . . . reassert their hold on Trenor when he is
about to rape Lily” (229). What Hochman leaves open for interpretation is the catalyst for
Gus’s malicious behavior. It is difficult to discern whether he is motivated by affective
response, instinctual impulse, or exhausted weakness. The scene’s foreshadowing,
however, is apparent. It reinforces the ability of sleeplessness to sap self-control. It also
serves as a correlation between Fleissner’s “compulsive behavior”—defined as an
individual’s exhaustive and futile strivings, such as Gus’s pursuit of Lily—and that of the
precariously meandering sleepwalker.
Upon leaving Selden’s apartment for the last time, Lily embodies the image of a
sleepwalker just awakened to sensations of exhaustion. Unaware of the street’s activity,
she feels as if she were under sedation: “Lily walked on unconscious of her surroundings.
She was still treading the buoyant ether which emanates from the high moments of life.
But gradually it shrank from her and she felt the dull pavement beneath her feet. The
sense of weariness returned with accumulated force, and for a moment she felt that she
could walk no farther.” She takes shelter in Bryant Park, exhaustively collapsing on a
nearby bench: “She told herself she must not sit long. . . . But her will-power seemed to
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have spent itself.” Unwilling to move, she asks herself “What was there to go home to?”
Sitting in the “glare of an electric street-lamp,” Lily listens to the “roar of traffic in Fortysecond Street.” Oddly enough, she senses more comfort for her tired body on the park
bench than she expects to find in her “cheerless” boardinghouse bedroom, where the
“silence of the night . . . may be more racking to tired nerves than the most discordant
noises” (242). Lily’s stimulated engagement with urbanity—its sounds of rapid transport
and buzzing electricity—provide her with longed-for distraction and a sense of
rejuvenation. Aaron Worth claims that Mirth depicts the body as an “unmediated . . .
communications network” (100), and argues that Wharton blurs the boundaries between
human nervous systems and external mechanical ones: “The movements of Lily’s nerves,
their ‘throbbing,’ ‘tremors,’ the messages sent and received by them . . . form a running
motif . . . [that reveals] the danger of an anarchic network, whose center cannot hold, or
can no longer govern” (100–1). Lily’s biological and somatic drives for sleep come into
direct conflict with her enmeshment in the “throbbings” and “tremors” of her modern,
electrified environment. The park-bench scene suggests Lily’s mental neglect of her
exhausted body. Even after she emerges disoriented and exhausted from a sleepwalkerlike trance, she would rather sit amidst urban commotion than retire to her bedroom.
After Lily escapes Gus’s late night advances, the exhaustive after-effects of
trauma exacerbate her symptoms of sleeplessness and expose her bedtime anxieties.
Cloistered in a cab, she closes her eyes and rests her head against the window; yet rather
than find calmness in her repose, Lily fancies that she is being chased by the furies of
Eumenides. She hears the metallic thrashing of fury wings and, like Orestes who in the
night only “snatches an hour’s repose,” Lily believes the furies are “awake and the iron
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clang of their wings was in her brain” (117). Hochman speculates that the furies represent
“the inescapability of Lily’s tragic entanglements . . . [and] provide both the reader and
Lily herself with a lens through which to focus Lily’s experience” (228). In her dreamlike
state, Lily imagines the furies as forces that aurally antagonize her mind and isolate her
within “a place of darkness” (Mirth 117). Her psychosomatic fantasies are symptomatic
of sleep deprivation and are classified in modern medicine as parasomnia.xxxix While
Hochman notes that “Lily’s own preoccupation with the furies is difficult to interpret”
(229), I read these fear-ridden passages as Lily’s lapsing in and out of a semi-dreaming
state. As her adrenaline crashes, Lily exhibits the sensorial experiences of parasomnia’s
“hypnagogic reverie” (Goel, et al). This is a state of wakeful sleepiness that causes any
range of olfactory hallucinations, something to which Lily testifies when she tells Gerty:
“It must be awful to be sleepless—everything stands by the bed and stares” (131). Lily’s
personification of bedroom items exemplifies visual hypnogogia, which “occurs in the
border between sleep and wakeful states, predominately before going to sleep. A person
suffering from them has some breakdown in the boundaries between the dream state and
wakefulness, with the former flowing through into the latter” (Gathercole 169). Lily’s
description may account for her conscious feeling of vulnerability—to the undesired
scrutiny of inanimate objects—when she should be in a deep sleep. In such a situation,
Lily’s nervousness provokes her into a conscious surfacing during moments when she
should be in an unconscious, dream state. Beard anticipates the notion of sleep
paralysis—a disruption of REM sleepxl in which visual hypnogogia often occurs—when
he observes that in “half-awakened moments at midnight, we are conscious of not having
full possession of our powers to meet any attack or danger” (25). By specifying that “the
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nervously exhausted man is always in this state” (25), Beard infers that a hypnogogic
experience—outside normal midnight hours—is symptomatic of the sleep-deprived
neurasthenic. Similarly, when Lily senses a threat in the “iron clang” of “fury wings,” her
body is snatching an unbidden moment of rest beyond her conscious awareness, which
results in her experience of frightening parasomnia.
At the start of Book II, Lily again subjects herself to the whims of a wealthy
couple, eventually renewing her sleep in a desperate effort to please her patrons. Having
been invited by Bertha Dorset on a European cruise, Lily enjoys three months of waking
late and indulging in coastal luxuries of the Mediterranean seascape. She is able, for a
time, to escape her “odious debt” (153) to Trenor and the prospect of having to marry
Sim Rosedale: “The accident of placing the Atlantic between herself and her obligations
made them dwindle out of sight as if they had been milestones and she had travelled past
them” (153). Yet, despite having sailed blissfully away from her problems in New York,
Lily faces imminent collision with a formidable Bertha Dorset. Dimock notes that
“Nowhere is the injustice of exchange more clearly demonstrated than on board the
Sabrina. Lily's presence on the yacht is, as everyone recognizes, simply a business
arrangement” (784). Lily’s employment revolves around her ability to slyly divert the
attention of Bertha’s husband George, while Bertha engages in an affair with the couple’s
other guest Ned Silverton. In exchange, Lily is provided with her own lavish personal
quarters on the yacht. Her role, however, provides her will little chance to rest: It
demands that she remain perpetually attentive to both Bertha and George’s activities.
Lily succeeds in pulling her weight until Bertha’s own prolonged wakefulness
wreaks havoc on Lily’s good fortune. After a social evening in Monaco, Bertha and Ned
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fail to return to the ship until morning—leaving her husband to speculate upon her
infidelity. Lily has no rejoinder to account for Bertha’s “fatal lapse of hours” (157), when
she is confronted by the cuckolded husband. Lily, the reader, learns was asleep in bed.
Rather than wait for Bertha at the train station on the night in question, she went ahead to
the Sabrina on her own. As the debacle unfolds, the narrative frames the Dorsets'
actions—Bertha’s imprudence and George’s shame—as the storm that sinks Lily’s ship.
Try as she may, Lily cannot cultivate an excuse for Bertha.
Instead, Lily tries to “guide and uplift him” (158) with friendly encouragement.
However, Lily’s marginal status makes her useless as a life support system for George.
Instead, she is left to suffer for Bertha’s brashness: “If he clung to her, it was not in order
to be dragged up, but to feel someone floundering in depths with him: he wanted her to
suffer with him, not to help him suffer less” (158). After Bertha awakes in the early
evening, Lily is dealt the final blow. According to Bertha, her nightlong absence was
simply a result of Lily’s burdensome behavior: “Having you so conspicuously on
[George’s] hands in the small hours . . . you’re rather a big responsibility in such a
scandalous place after midnight” (162). Nancy Bentley reads this scene as symbolic of
the ways in which Lily is unable to compete with the forces of modernity. Bertha’s
reckless behavior betokens high-speed trains and rapid sailing ships—her married status
secures her, while Lily remains a “body on the margins of the plans and power of the rich
that . . . will take the force of the crash” (Frantic Panoramas 156). Bertha uses her social
power to punish Lily for sleeping as she pleases. Moreover, Bertha hypocritically
identifies Lily’s evening behavior as scandalous. Although Bertha is actually guilty of
late-night escapades, Lily’s embodiment of the cash-strapped, single women makes her
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an easy scapegoat. Wielding gossip as her weapon, Bertha circulates that Lily is the
“type” of woman to stay awake all hours of the night and partake in salacious behavior.
Again, Lily’s biological debt—her sleep deficit—is once more renewed. While
dining amongst high-society figures and with a reporter present, Bertha announces that
Lily may not return to the yacht. Bertha easily places her erroneous behavior on Lily
since Bertha’s “social credit,” we later learn, “was based on an impregnable bankaccount” (204). Tossed aside, Lily finds herself without a bed in the late Monaco
evening. Selden anxiously tries to find her room and board, but Lily is unable the grasp
the extent of her situation—joking that it is “too wet to sleep in the gardens” (170). The
narrator highlights Lily’s vulnerability here, as she is so near homelessness that she might
be forced to sleep outside. Later, when her cousin Jack Stepney reluctantly takes her in—
on the condition that she not disturb his wife’s sleep, the novel emphasizes the
impregnable sleep of other characters. Stepney adheres to the Victorian ideal of a
woman’s need for undisturbed sleep in the tranquil domestic space. His efforts to protect
his wife also call to mind a Prince’s protection of his Sleeping Beauty. Protected sleep,
then, is a specifically feminine social practice—one only ascribed to wealthy women who
engage in forms of exertion worthy of sacred restoration.

II. Lost Time and Inherited Vulnerability
After Lily returns to New York, she experiences “long sleepless nights” (194) as
she yearns for the social security of women such as Stepney’s wife. She vacillates
between her suitors: an apologetic George Dorset or the opportunistic Sim Rosedale.
Lily’s destructive desire for marital wealth in Book I occurs more ominously at the outset
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of Book II, leaving her once again to suffer from social disaster as she loses sleep over
the prospect of poverty and social alienation. Despite her mental resistance to sleep, her
exhausted body snatches bits of rest when it can, doing so beyond her conscious
awareness and warping her perception of linear time. According to Beard,
“[Neurasthenic] patients . . . generally sleep more than they believe; they say that they get
no sleep, when they do perhaps lose themselves several hours. . . . It is impossible, as a
rule, to convince such people that they sleep at all” (45). Beard’s conclusion lends insight
into Lily’s fear of slippage from linear time. For instance, during her flight from Gus,
Lily rises above a tide of fitful sleep as she rests in the cab. She opens her eyes on a
public clock face and the sight frightens her: “Only half-past eleven—there were hours
and hours left of the night! And she must spend them alone, shuddering sleepless on her
bed” (117). Time suddenly seems minutely sensorial for Lily, who feels the “slow cold
drip of the minutes on her head” (118). Wharton’s articulation of Lily’s vivid imaginings
and acute sensations throughout this passage match the myriad of torturous, parasomnialike symptoms enumerated in Beard’s study: “troubled dreaming,” “tossing and pitching
about,” “positive unrest,” “different forms of morbid fear,” “local chills,” and “startings
on falling to sleep” (106, 182). Wharton’s evocation of a prolonged and shiver-inducing
restlessness echoes Beard’s terrifying manifestations of failed bedrest.
Lily’s anxiety about time and sleep vacillates when she considers the possibility
of attaining rest. In her exhaustive state, Lily feels plagued, in her mind’s eye, by an
electric “blaze” of light. Her visual renderings of external surroundings are warped and
magnified. When Lily’s cab car passes bright street lamps or blazing store windows, she
connects these visions to the nightmarish images that are relaying through her sleep-
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deprived mind. Seeking comfort in Gerty, Lily enters her friend’s apartment “in a blaze
of her misery . . . [and] blind to everything outside of it” (131). Hoping Gerty can
alleviate her suffering, Lily attempts to articulate her frantic thoughts: “Can you imagine
looking into your glass some morning and seeing a disfigurement—some hideous change
that has come to you while you slept?” (131). Although Lily draws no explicit connection
between “disfigurement” and aging here, previous consternation over her creasing face
attests to such a concern; and later in Book II Lily confesses to Gerty: “I can see the lines
coming in my face—the lines of worry and disappointment and failure! Every sleepless
night leaves a new one—and how can I sleep, when I have such dreadful things to think
about?” (207). Her fear of grotesque transformation during sleep is compounded by the
despicable drabness of her room at Mrs. Peniston’s. As Lily flees the Trenor’s home,
She had a vision of herself lying on the black walnut bed—and the darkness
would frighten her, and if she left the light burning the dreary details of the room
would brand themselves forever on her brain. She had always hated her room at
Mrs. Peniston’s—its ugliness, its impersonality, the fact that nothing in it was
really hers. To a torn heart uncomforted by human nearness a room may open
almost human arms, and the being to whom no four walls mean more than any
others, is, at such hours, expatriate everywhere (118).
Having been made to feel utterly unsafe by Gus’s advances, Lily realizes the precarity
she faces in lacking a home space. Her sense of imminent danger is heightened by the
necessity of sleep, a state that deprives her of vigilance about bodily safety or sexual
chastity. Yet, she finds no solace in her room at Mrs. Peniston’s, as it makes her feel so
isolated that she imagines the room will brand itself forever on her brain. In this way,
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Lily’s mind is a glass plate upon which an image of dinginess and alienation is printed.
The physicality of branding implies another possible physical transformation, in which
Lily fears that, if she remains in such a space over time, her aging face will reflect the
drabness of the room itself. Together, Lily’s aversions to bedrest become paradoxical, for
although she resists the perturbations of parasomnia and slippage from linear time, she
also fears the “dreadful things” that pervade her sleepless mind and the bodily
deterioration that she anticipates from prolonged exhaustion.
In depicting psychological slippage from time, Wharton echoes William James’s
experiments with psychical temporality.xli James’s Principles of Psychology probed the
relationship between time and the human psyche to ascertain that “The life of the
individual consciousness in time seems . . . to be an interrupted one” (198). Specifically,
James believed in sleep’s potential to overtake a person unaware so that, upon waking,
one assumes an uncanny slippage of time. James posits the possibility that sleep’s
interruption of time “may exist where we do not suspect it, and even perhaps in an
incessant and fine-grained form? This might happen, and yet the subject himself never
know it. . . . We think we have had no nap, and it takes the clock to assure us that we are
wrong” (200). By pinpointing micro-sleeps as potentially time warping, James’s research
supports the disruptions Lily’s own brief snatches of sleep cause to her temporal
comprehension. The novel presents Lily as uniquely vulnerable to temporal drift. Gerty,
for instance, is taken aback when, after Lily is expelled from the Gormer’s circle, she
slips into a state of unconsciousness in the midst of animated discussion: “She leaned
back for a moment, closing her eyes, and as she sat there, her pale lips slightly parted,
and the lids dropped above her fagged brilliant gaze, Gerty had a startled perception of
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the change in her face—of the way in which an ashen daylight seemed suddenly to
extinguish its artificial brightness. She looked up, and the vision vanished” (208). As
Lily’s physiological requirement for rest takes over, she loses recognition. Her cultural
compulsion to maintain an “artificial brightness” also slips, extinguishing from her face
her internalized identification with electrified modernity. Here, Wharton’s prose reveals
Lily’s tentative grasp on her social identity, which is hindered by sleep.
Lily’s micro-sleep occurs amidst a dramatic monologue in which she recounts the
social performances required of her to “live on the rich” (208). After declaring that she
“pays it by . . . always keeping herself fresh and exquisite and amusing” (208), Lily dozes
off. When she awakens, she mechanically resumes her speech, posing the rhetorical
question to Gerty—”It doesn’t sound very amusing, does it?” (208). The irony of Lily’s
unconscious sleep-act during her impassioned dialogue is overt, since she dozes off just
as she is exposing the exhaustive nature of always “keeping herself fresh.” Lily then
glances at the clock and declares herself late to a meeting with Carry Fisher. Because Lily
is unaware of her momentary slippage into sleep, time vanishes from her perception and,
as Gerty observes, so too does her “artificial brightness” briefly dissipate. As social
buoyancy, Lily relies on her “artificial brightness” as a power source. Sleep, however,
interrupts her automaton-like display, as well as her regimented social schedule.
Lily’s complicated perceptions of time and sleep are, in part, due to the
conflicting worldviews she inherits from her parents. Bonnie Gerard suggests that
Wharton presents in Lily a “‘discontinuity’ between ‘what can be grasped’—materially,
rationally—and ‘what is felt to be meaningful’ through some more elusive means of
apprehension. Ironically, Lily imagines this discontinuity to be a matter of heredity and

147

environment, as she reflects that she has inherited from her parents two opposing natures”
(54). Lily’s father presents to her a practical embodiment of routine and hard work, while
her mother’s elusiveness confounds her. Lily reflects that her mother’s decisive
determination served somehow to prolong her beauty, for she vividly recalls her mother’s
retention of a youthful appearance: “[Her mother] was as alert, determined and high in
colour as if she had risen from a untroubled sleep” (27). Lily learned from her mother
that sleeplessness is the antithesis of both beauty rest and self-assertion. However, Lily
attributes her own self-perception, that of passivity and marginality, to her father:
Ruling the turbulent element called home was the vigorous and determined
figure of a mother still young enough to dance her ball-dresses to rags, while
the hazy outline of a neutral-tinted father filled an intermediate space between
butler and the man who came to wind the clocks. Even to the eyes of infancy,
Mrs. Hudson Bart had appeared young; but Lily could not recall the time when
her father had not been bald, slightly stooping, with streaks of grey in his hair,
and a tired walk. It was a shock to her to learn afterward that he was but two
years older than her mother (25–26).
Contrary to her mother’s perpetual youthfulness, her father appears in Lily’s memories as
prematurely aged. Such a distinction is paralleled by the roles her parents play within her
recollections of home. While her mother dominated the household, her father seemed no
more privileged than a house servant.
Furthermore, her father’s habitual movement, both spatially and temporally,
emphasizes his function within household maintenance and his embodiment of a
mechanical clock. In Lily’s mind, her father’s time was indebted to an obscure labor
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system with which he could not keep pace. She recalls her mother’s rejection of her
father following his financial and bodily ruin: “To his wife he no longer counted: he had
become extinct when he ceased to fulfil his purpose” (28). As Lily’s sense of social
extinction grows, she associates her shortcomings with her father, perceiving herself as a
continuation of his deficiencies. According to Fleissner, Lily internalizes her mother’s
final wish, whose “last adjuration to her daughter was to escape from dinginess if she
could” (Wharton 31). By doing so, Fleissner claims that it is “not only Lily’s rootlessness
but her own ‘indefatigable’ dancing and, indeed, her oscillatory movement through life
[at] the bequest of Mrs. Hudson Bart . . . [that] Lily finds herself mimicking this ceaseless
back-and-forth in her own adulthood, where her financial and social dependence on
others leads to . . . a genuine lack of decisiveness” (197). Lily’s vacillation between
choices functions merely to alleviate certain debts while increasing others. The
contradictory appeasements that result from Lily’s choices reveal her powerlessness in
escaping the deficits defined by her culture. Determining to escape her financial debt to
Gus and her subsequent sleeplessness, she escapes to Europe only to fall into social ruin
at the hands of Bertha Dorset. Upon returning to New York, Lily increases her sleep debt
by keeping night-time hours at the hotel with Mrs. Hatch. The focus of Book II, then, is
to finely detail Lily’s failure to balance the social demands of modernity with her
biological dependence upon sleep.
Lily’s powerlessness in her bedroom—either to protect herself from the glare of
surrounding objects or to provide herself with necessary rest—reflects the lack of agency
her father exhibits in her childhood memories. At Gerty’s, Lily’s eyes “fell on the clock”
(131), and she exclaims “How long the night is! And I know I shan’t sleep tomorrow.
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Someone told me my father used to lie sleepless and think of horrors” (131). The clock is
a reminder of her father, whose presence in her childhood was as remote and routine as
“the man who came to wind the clocks.” In contrast to Gerty’s self-maintained clock, the
timepiece of Lily’s childhood was a grandfather clock that required routine upkeep by a
hired hand. Lily identifies with her father’s pendulum piece, which relied on weekly
windings and necessitated her family’s financial earnings. Once Hudson Bart became
“extinct when he ceased to fulfil his purpose,” Lily’s stability of home collapsed, forcing
her to rely upon the hospitality of others. Thus, Lily sees herself as being wound by the
routine provisions she is given by others in exchange for her time.
For Lily, time is slippery: It drags on painstakingly slowly when she is anxious
for sleep while, at other times, it passes too quickly for her to keep pace. Lily’s
precarious relationship to time, then, has a real effect on both her bodily wellbeing and
her social stability. Fleissner argues that Lily’s anxieties over aging, as well as her
oscillations between life choices, encapsulate an important message in the novel: “The
readings of House of Mirth that would scold Lily for attempting to stop time in its tracks
with her ‘hesitations’ treat her physical body very much as the bearer of ‘time-bound’
realities’; ending by giving Lily a baby, the novel almost seems in such interpretations to
act on behalf of the ‘biological clock’” (200). However, Fleissner claims that the
condemnation of Lily’s avoidance of her inner, biological clock is a misreading. Instead,
she argues that Wharton is problematizing temporal treatments of womanhood: “Placed
up against the older, more clearly linear notion of woman as ‘lily’ that blooms and fades,
the clock figure holds the capacity to ‘denaturalize the natural’” (200). Therefore, Lily—
as a “clock figure”—constantly oscillates between various ways to escape her debts. Each
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deficit is tied to the emerging demands of modernity and, together, represent conflicts
between the physical body and cultural constructions of linear time.
As Lily’s social arrangements falter in their steadiness, Lily begins to anticipate a
fate like her father’s death-by-exhaustion. Lily’s pendulous motion—from one deficit to
another—forms a paradox of her own making. As she associates sleep with wasted time,
she also drains herself of the energy she needs to persevere. Fleissner correlates Lily’s
“vacillating, terminally indecisive behavior” (9) with the naturalist New Woman, who is
“marked by neither the steep arc of decline nor that of triumph, but rather by an ongoing,
nonlinear, repetitive motion—back and forth, around and around, on and on—that has the
distinctive effect of seeming also like a stuckness in place” (9). This connection—
between Lily’s compulsive behavior and an externally maintained timepiece—exposes
the tension between her tenuous grip on temporal time and her avid adherence to the
cultural clock. Lily, the novel implies, is too fine a creature, too delicate made, to force
herself to correspond to a mechanical clock. Lily’s subjective richness is not a successful
trait in the fin-de-siècle environment of Wharton’s novel. Consequently, Lily’s tenuous
grip on clock time leads only to corporeal dissolution.

III. Biological Impulsion and Self-Extinction
Lily’s scandalous encounters with Gus Trenor and George Dorset shatter her
social prospects, leaving her desirous of immediate reprieve. As Book II progresses, she
seeks to alleviate the burdening effects of fatigue, anxiety, and financial destitution
through the patronage of Mrs. Hatch and Mattie Gormer. Judy Trenor’s meticulous
schedule does little to prepare Lily for the frenzied, disordered experiences that Wharton
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associates with these new-money women, and all that Lily gains from them is fleeting
relief. In joining Mrs. Hatch, Lily initially ignores the signs of nouveau riche marginality,
focusing instead on the somatic pleasures of waking well-rested: “When Lily woke on the
morning after her translation to the Emporium Hotel, her first feeling was one of purely
physical satisfaction . . . [There was] the luxury of lying once more in a soft-pillowed
bed. . . . Introspection could come later; but for the moment she was not even troubled by
the excesses of the upholstery or the restless convolutions of the furniture” (212). In time,
however, the “restless convolutions” of a neurotic mind soon consume Lily, as she sees
signs of social descent in her interactions and observations at the modern hotel. Upon
meeting her hostess, “Lily found [Mrs. Hatch] seated in a blaze of electric light,
impartially projected from various ornamental excrescences on a vast concavity of pink
damask and gilding, from which she rose like a Venus from her shell” (212). Evoking
Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, Mrs. Hatch seems to be unnaturally birthed from the very
forces of electric lighting. She radiates with a conspicuous display of modern-age wealth
and is staged complementarily to the hotel’s electrified ambiance, which is to Lily “a
world over-heated, over-upholstered, and over-fitted with mechanical appliances” (213).
Lily associates electric light, and the hotel’s other gaudy features, with the déclassé and
nouveau riche.
Spatially, the hotel is isolated from traditional routine and seems to Lily a strange,
new world. Rests and pauses do not exist in within the “stifling inertia of the hotel
routine” (213). Lily’s surroundings feel to her as surreal as a stage performance:
“Somewhere behind them, in the background of their lives, there was doubtless a real
past, peopled by human activities . . . yet they had no more real existence than the poet’s
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shades in limbo” (213). Despite their fortitude, Lily perceives the hotel inhabitants as
living a timeless, and therefore, meaningless existence (along the lines of Dante’s
Inferno). Lily observes that “Night and day flowed into one another in a blur of confused
and retarded engagements” (214). Lily’s unsatisfied compulsion to maintain a strict
schedule complicates her stay with a hostess who “seemed to float . . . outside the bounds
of time and space. No definite hours were kept; no fixed obligations existed” (214).
Because she cannot perform “specific duties [that] would have simplified [her] position”
(215), Lily listlessly despairs over her new way of life: “Compared with the vast gilded
void of Mrs. Hatch’s existence, the life of Lily’s former friends seemed packed with
ordered activities.” She interprets her presence in Mrs. Hatch’s milieu as “an odd sense of
being behind the social tapestry, on the side where the threads were knotted and the loose
ends hung. . . . These flashes of amusement were but brief reactions from the long disgust
of her days” (215). Gerard understands this to be Lily’s worldview resonating “with that
of her mother, who ‘died of a deep disgust,’ leaving the reader with an uncanny sense of
the circularity of the novel’s naturalist trajectory” (417). Such a description also
highlights Lily’s paternal inheritance, for it resonates with her father’s faltering means of
participation, as she clings to the loose ends of the “social tapestry.”
Lily experiences a similarly fleeting moment of restful peace when she joins
Mattie Gormer. Despite her reflection that “The Gormer milieu represented a social outskirt which Lily had always fastidiously avoided” (182), she initially finds pleasure in her
stay: “The sudden escape . . . had produced a state of moral lassitude agreeable enough
after the nervous tension and physical discomfort of the past weeks. For the moment, she
must yield to the refreshment her senses craved—after that she would reconsider her
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situation, and take counsel with her dignity” (184). Lily’s temporary valuation of physical
pleasure over practical concern momentarily alleviates her mind from worry, absolves her
of cultural compulsion, and allows her to rest easy. Nonetheless, her neuroses again take
over when she comes to understand how little her current situation will be of long-term
help to her: “The renewed habit of luxury—the daily waking to an assured absence of
care and presence of material ease—gradually blunted her appreciation of these values,
and left her more conscious of the void they could not fill” (185). That Lily routinely
wakes to a sense of serenity implies that she has attained, albeit temporarily, a healthy
rhythmicity of sleep. However, her cultural compulsion toward socio-financial
ascendancy reignites her sleeplessness, as she becomes “weary of being swept passively
along a current of pleasure and business in which she had no share; weary of seeing other
people pursue amusement and squander money, while she felt herself of no more account
among them than an expensive toy in the hands of a spoiled child” (189). Lily likens her
ineptitude to that of an “expensive toy”—a powerless form of embodiment. Resonating
with the playthings in Frank Norris’s “The Puppets and the Puppy,” Lily experiences a
lack of agency over her body and subjectivity that prevents her from feeling the security,
satisfaction and pleasure that those around her take for granted.
Because Lily’s social situations are always in flux, she is constantly required to
re-center and re-adapt. However, as her drives alter from self-conscious modes to afferent
impulses, the novel itself lapses from a focus on Lily’s social adaptation to an emphasis
on her organic, environmental responses. Worth observes that “one of the text’s most
repeated motifs is that of the ‘center,’ particularly inasmuch as it is depicted as
undergoing a process of renegotiation or replacement. The novel is full of threatened
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centers and the production of new nodal points throwing surrounding elements into new
configurations” (101). When suffering from exhaustion, Lily’s somatic needs plunge her
into a state of undesired sleep and compromise her ability to adapt within a given
circumstance. As her situation grows stark, Lily reverts to baser impulses that appease
her immediate needs and desires, rather than gratify future social plans. Worth argues that
the novel “imagine[s] the secret and immediate, if fitful and transitory, exchange of
sympathetic energies patterned after electrical networks” (117). Such a parallel between
the human body and an electrical network reflects Lily’s desire to switch her body’s
alertness “off” and “on.” Acting as if her bodily functions are that of an electric lamp,
Lily seeks alertness through caffeine and sedation with the aid of a soporific.
Lily’s tea drinking—as a means for avoiding rest—is overtly framed as a
dangerous addiction. Hoping that Gerty will appease her craving, Lily identifies her
social marginality as “what keeps me awake at night, and makes me so crazy for your
strong tea” (208). Seeing Lily’s “pale face” and eyes that “shone with a peculiar sleepless
lustre,” Gerty declares: “You look horribly tired, Lily; take your tea, and let me give you
this cushion to lean against.” Lily receives the tea but refuses the pillow: “Don’t give me
that! I don’t want to lean back—I shall go to sleep if I do.” Gerty encourages her friend to
do just that, but Lily protests: “Talk to me—keep me awake! I don’t sleep at night, and in
the afternoon a dreadful drowsiness creeps over me” (207). Lily’s “dreadful” sensation of
fatigue correlates with the micro-sleep terrors that she experiences at the end of Book I.
Lily tells Gerty of her prolonged resistance to nightly rest and begs for “another [tea], and
stronger, please” (207). In her discussion of “Lily’s downward spiral of drug use,” Gerard
remarks that “While tea itself seemed before to supply only an excuse for self-display, it
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now comes to be desired for its physical effects” (417). Lily wishes to put off sleep for
another night so that she can avoid the “perfect horrors” (Mirth 207) she associates with
bedrest. With the vicious retort of “don’t preach, please,” Lily demands more tea: “Her
voice had a dangerous edge, and Gerty noticed that her hand shook as she held it out to
receive the second cup” (207). As Gerard infers, this scene shows Lily to be an impulsive
addict seeking immediate relief. Lily’s tea addiction, then, reveals the extent to which
Lily’s cultural compulsions will drive her toward perpetual wakefulness.
Mirroring the tea addiction that she develops as Book I closes, Lily comes to rely
on chloral hydrate to attain rest after she goes to work at a woman’s hat shop near the end
of Book II. Though while her reliance on tea stems from cultural compulsion, her
dependence on choral hydrate derives from her biological impulse toward routine rest. At
the millinery, Lily refuses to be a hat model. Her growing revelations throughout the
novel—about aging and the social and financial burdens of fashion—lead her to conclude
that she must learn to produce via “profitable activity” (221) as opposed to physical
beauty. However, despite exhausting effort, manual industry proves too much for her, and
she is ultimately laid off due to poor work performance. Although many readers attribute
Lily’s lack of workmanship to her upper-class rearing and “charming listless hands”
(221),xlii Lily’s sleep deprivation more fully accounts for her failure at the hat factory.
While other female workers labor proficiently despite their “fagged profiles . . . [and] the
unwholesomeness of sedentary toil” (219), Lily’s fatigued body lapses into early phases
of sleep and her mind wavers between conscious wakefulness and unconscious dozing.
“Lily’s head was so heavy with the weight of a sleepless night that the chatter of her
companions had the incoherence of a dream. . . . On and on it flowed, a current of
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meaningless sounds” (223). After Lily’s overseer reproaches her for poor handiwork, she
reflects: “The forewoman was right: the sewing . . . was inexcusably bad. What made her
so much more clumsy than usual? Was it . . . [an] actual physical disability? She felt tired
and confused: it was an effort to put her thoughts together” (223). Lily’s
comprehension—that she is, indeed, disabled by her sleeplessness—is proof of her
revelation that insomnia has caused her deterioration.
Lily reconciles her dread of parasomnia with the sudden affirmation of her body’s
need for rest and her opportunity to attain it through the use of choral. However, her
reconciliation poses a new threat when Lily learns from her druggist that even the
slightest overdose of chloral can be fatal. She initially expresses trepidation and avoids its
usage: “What she dreaded most of all was having to pass the chemist’s . . . [but] her steps
were irresistibly drawn toward the flaring plate-glass corner” (225). Like her caffeine
addiction, the language of this passage implies Lily’s reliance upon a material substance
to appease her needs: “When at length she emerged safely from the shop she was almost
dizzy with the intensity of her relief. The mere touch of the packet thrilled her tired
nerves with the delicious promise of a night of sleep” (225). After purchasing the chloral
hydrate, Lily stumbles into Rosedale, who is shocked by her gauntness. Through
Rosedale’s eyes, the reader is apprised of Lily’s “ebbing vitality” (226) as he notes “the
dark pencilling of fatigue under her eyes, [and] the morbid blue-veined palour of the
temples” (226). He invites her into a nearby café to have a cup of tea. As Lily struggles
between the stimulants of her external environment and her need to replenish her body
with sleep, she reacts to Rosedale’s “injunction to take her tea strong” (226) with the
internal observation that “her craving for the keen stimulant was forever conflicting with
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that other craving for sleep” (226). Such a thought reinforces Lily’s inner contradiction
between cultural compulsion—her social reliance on strong tea--and biological
impulse—her bodily dependence on chloral. Lily’s oscillations between stimulants and
sedative imply that she lacks the bodily capacities to moderate her own wakefulness and
sleepiness: She tries to manipulate them with chemicals, but then the chemicals hurt her.
As we see through Rosedale’s eyes, Lily is made up stuff too fine for the world in which
she inhabits, and her frailty that renders her body more vulnerable to the forces of
restlessness and exhaustion.
Unlike the dark terror of natural sleep, Lily finds artificially induced sleep to be
“the only spot of light in the dark prospect” (242). Specifically, she discovers that choral
remedies the sleep-wake disturbances that are symptomatic of her exhaustion. When her
anxious mind succumbs to undesired sleep, parasomnia summons “half-waking visions”
(230) that frighten her. However, this is not the case with chloral-induced sleep: “In the
sleep which the phial procured . . . she sank into depths of dreamless annihilation” (230).
To her dismay, she soon discovers that chloral’s effects are merely ephemeral: “She was
troubled by the thought that it was losing its power. . . . Of late the sleep it had brought
her had been more broken and less profound; there had been nights when she was
perpetually floating up through it to consciousness” (242). The chloral’s inefficiency
reinforces Lily’s failure to realign her anxiety-ridden body with the rhythmicity of routine
bedrest. In this moment, Wharton provides uncanny evidence of Lily’s biological need
for “REM sleep,” a term coined only after the author’s lifetime. In order for the human
body to attain restorative rest, it must achieve a natural flow of sleep. Such a process
includes time spent in the unconscious state of REM sleep, which, according to Horne, is
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harder to attain by one who is under stress and experiencing “fitful sleep” (153). The
“dreamless annihilation” that Lily cherishes is characteristic of REM sleep, for the
conscious mind cannot recall any memories of having dreamt during this state of deep
sleep. Thus, in this moment, Lily concludes that her one means of lulling her body into
“dreamless annihilation,” a characteristic of routine rest, is through a treatment of fastwaning potency.
Despite her attempt to retreat within the realm of deep rest, Lily experiences
sleep-wake disturbances that underscore her mental and physical inextricability from the
socio-cultural machine. Just before her death, Lily’s mind wanders through a
paradoxically wakeful sleep state, in which dozing thoughts evoke a sense of mental
escape: “An immense weariness once more possessed her. It was not the stealing sense of
sleep, but a vivid wakeful fatigue, a wan lucidity of mind against which all the
possibilities of the future were shadowed forth gigantically. She was appalled by the
intense cleanness of the vision” (249). The passage’s oxymoronic “vivid wakeful fatigue”
and “wan lucidity of mind” imply a psychical severance of Lily’s inner self from her
physical body and its exterior surroundings: “In the mysterious nocturnal separation from
all outward signs of life, she felt herself more strangely confronted with her fate. . . . But
the terrible silence and emptiness seemed to symbolize her future—she felt as though the
house, the street, the world were all empty, and she alone left sentient in a lifeless
universe” (250). Lily’s suspicions of time and space as unfixed outside the physical
demands of the cultural clock are verified by her mind’s sensation of a “lifeless
universe.”xliii According to Worth, “Lily’s death, significantly, is attributed to the failure
of her nervous system; specifically, it is this network’s incapability of being centrally
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governed, the oppressive new autonomy of her nerves, which becomes intolerable” (101).
Lily’s incessant anxieties over her inability to adapt to modernity figuratively fry her
system, as her very own neurophysiology becomes a match for mechanical networks.
This electrified decentering climatically clashes with Lily’s reliance upon passive rest.
Inevitably, her biological impulse overpowers cultural compulsion, as Lily’s body meets
a fatal end through her achievement of enduring, tranquil sleep.
Lily’s death is implicitly deliberate. She is conscious of the danger—something
the reader is reminded of twice over. Once in the chemist’s shop and later, just before her
encounter with Nettie, Lily reminds herself of chloral’s dangerous potential: “She
remembered the chemist's warning against increasing the dose; and she had heard before
of the capricious and incalculable action of the drug” (242). Lily’s dalliance with suicide
has long been up for critical debate. Tyson, for instance, reads Lily’s suicide as a
subconscious act, arguing that “Although Lily doesn’t commit suicide in the deliberate
and premeditated way, . . . she deliberately refrains from considering the risk she is
taking when she increases the dose” (Tyson 37). Lily’s conscious resistance to suicidal
thoughts conflict with her body’s addiction to chloral’s deep sleep. The reader is told that
Lily “did not, in truth, consider the question very closely—the physical craving for sleep
was her only sustained sensation. Her mind shrank from the glare of thought as
instinctively as eyes contract in a blaze of light—darkness, darkness was what she must
have at any cost. She raised herself in bed and swallowed the contents of the glass” (250).
Lily’s consumption of the choral in its entirety, as well as her previous visions of a
“lifeless universe,” evince the desperation of suicidal behavior. Moreover, the narrator’s
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comment that Lily disregarded chloral’s danger implies that Lily chose not to consider
the potential for overdose.
My reading conflicts with many critical arguments about Lily’s death. Dimock,
for one, influentially argues that Lily’s final dose of chloral extends her addiction to
games of chance, playing the odds, to a fatal conclusion. I argue, however, that Lily’s
reckless consumption of chloral represents her desperate desire to achieve the profound
sleep so common among newborns, like Nettie Stuther’s infant. As Lily later lays dying,
she imagines that she is carefully cradling the end In my reading of Lily’s death, her
choice is not subconscious, as Tyson argues. Rather, it represents her most lucid moment
in the novel, in which both mind and body reject the potential for assuming an alternative
social identity and, instead, seek oblivion through eternal sleep. Lily’s identification with
the babyxliv symbolizes her desire for the “organic force,” beginning at infancy, that
compels the human body to sleep. At her life’s end, Lily reconciles herself with the
natural force that she could never seem to overpower, despite her efforts to remake her
own physiology with teas and chemicals.
From an historical perspective, there is proof verifying Lily’s death by suicide. In
2007, The New York Times reported the story of a newly recovered letter from Wharton
to Dr. Francis Kinnicutt, who was treating her husband’s mental illness at the time.
Written in December of 1904, journalist Charles McGrath highlights the letter’s contents:
‘A friend of mine has made up her mind to commit suicide . . . and has asked me
to find out . . . the most painless and least unpleasant method of effacing herself.’
Only on the second page does Wharton reveal that her ‘friend’ is in fact a fictional
character appearing in the pages of Scribner’s, . . . ‘What soporific, or nerve-

161

calming drug, would a nervous and worried young lady in the smart set be likely
to take to, and what would be its effects if deliberately taken with the intent to kill
herself? I mean, how would she feel and look toward the end?’
Wharton’s request provides fascinating insight into the questions she was concerned with
answering as she detailed the final moments of Lily’s life. Moreover, she insinuates that
Lily’s “dread” of being drawn to the chemist’s shop refers to her fear of death, as well as
her inability to keep herself from chasing it. In her moment of death, then, Lily does not
accidentally overdose. She acts upon a decision to cease extinguish her inner blaze of
dissatisfaction and social isolation.

Conclusion
Just as Book I of The House of Mirth concludes with Lily’s horrific epiphany that
she is doomed by inherited sleeplessness, Book II concludes with her (purposefully or
otherwise) killing herself to overcome it. Such a thematic parallel spans the progression
of Wharton’s literary career for, in her 1927 novel Twilight Sleep, sleeplessness is again
illuminated. This time, it is sardonically rendered through Lita Wyant’s flippant
mistreatment of goldfish, who suffer the fatal consequences of sleep deprivation. Echoing
the architectural criticism Wharton penned three decades earlier, Twilight Sleep offers
Nona Manford’s critique of Lita’s drawing room: “It looked, for all its studied effects . . .
the things the modern decorator lies awake over, more like the waiting-room of a
glorified railway station than the setting of an established way of life” (31). Wharton’s
remark in The Decoration of Houses—that “it would be difficult to account for the
adoption of a mode of lighting which makes the salon look like a railway-station”
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(126)—merges with the restless decorator of Twilight Sleep, who forgoes sleep in pursuit
of perfecting the modernized home and neglects the accommodation of bodily repose.
Twilight Sleep satirizes a decorator’s preference for spaces that emphasize and electrify
the display of wealth and which ignores the comfort of its inhabitants. Nona observes:
“The only life in the room was contributed by the agitations of the exotic goldfish in a
huge spherical aquarium; and they too were but transients, since Lita insisted on having
the aquarium illuminated night and day with electric bulbs, and the sleepless fish were
always dying off and having to be replaced” (31). Lita’s flippant mistreatment of her
provisional pets evinces Lily’s suffering at the hands of her patrons, who value her only
for her constantly conspicuous ornamentation. In the revelation that she has irrevocably
slipped from society’s sight, Lily observes that “Society did not turn away from her, it
simply drifted by, preoccupied and inattentive, letting her feel . . . how completely she
had been the creature of its favour” (204). Lily’s conclusion reinforces her powerlessness,
as well as her milieu’s glib disregard for her welfare. Like the goldfish in Lita’s tank,
Lily’s livelihood depends upon diligent exposure within the spaces of her benefactors,
and her biological need for routine rest disrupts her participation in a never-ending cycle
of social performance. In depriving Lily of cultural surroundings that accommodate rest
and regeneration, Wharton exposes The House of Mirth to be a prime space of the Gilded
Age—one reserved for whirling shows of electric light and high-speed social survival.
Only those with the power to play their part may dwell within it, while those of Lily’s
marginality disappear from one fishbowl only to be replaced by another.
xxxiv

Excerpts of this chapter are reprinted from the article, “Illuminating Sleeplessness in
Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth,” featured in the Winter 2016 issue of Studies in
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American Literary Naturalism, vol. 11, no. 2, 2016, pp. 1-22. Reprinted here with
permission from the University of Nebraska Press.
xxxv

In addition to Campbell, see Hochman, Gerard, and Restuccia for discussions of
Carry Fisher’s observation of Lily as self-sabotaging.
xxxvi

The War of Currents pitted Edison’s concepts against those of George Westinghouse
and Nikola Tesla. Their companies, Edison Electric Lighting Company and
Westinghouse Electric Company, competed against one another in public demonstrations
and tabloid debates from the late 1880’s to early 1890’s. See Freeberg 174–214.
xxxvii

A 1903 article in Popular Science Monthly articulates the latest findings in sleep
medicine prior to Mirth’s publication. In it, Dr. Percy Stiles evinces precursory thinking
to decades-later classifications of sleep cycles. He reports: “Several physiologists have
tested the depth of sleep at different hours of the night. . . . All have agreed that the
greatest depth of sleep is reached as early as the second hour” (435). By noting the
immobility of one reaching the second sleeping hour, his study anticipates later
understandings of REM sleep—a vivid-dreaming state in which the sleeper loses almost
all muscle tone. The article also questions whether the body’s twenty-four-hour sleep
cycle is internally regulated, which anticipates studies of “circadian rhythm,” a term
coined by Franz Halberg in the late 1950s and which established the study of
chronobiology—or the study of biological rhythms in relation to solar and lunar patterns.
Ultimately, though, the article posits more questions than answers—”What we call
natural waking in the morning . . . due to some stimulus from without—light . . . may
come from within” (436). Although Stiles assumes that internally regulated sleep
“impressed its rhythm upon the race” (438), he fails to acknowledge whether such a
rhythm is biologically instinctual or the result of generational sleeping habits.
xxxviii

The American Academy of Sleep Medicine has dedicated much of its recent sleep
education efforts to understanding the impact technology has on American sleep
cycles, as well as the effects that biological sleep rhythms have on the performance of
night-shift laborers.
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See Schenck’s National Sleep Foundation article, entitled “Sleep and Parasomnias.”
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REM sleep, or “Rapid Eye Movement sleep,” is a term coined in 1955 by Eugene
Aserinsky and which refers to a deep sleep state in which the body undergoes full muscle
paralysis and the mind dreams vividly. Upon waking, a sleeper has no memory of the
dreams experienced during REM sleep. Within the process of a night’s uninterrupted rest,
REM sleep begins after approximately two hours of sleep and, in the second half of the
night, may extend to longer periods of time. See Horne 137-158.
xli

Given both the success of James’s 1890 publication and Wharton’s closeness to his
brother Henry, it is likely that Wharton was aware of his work prior to drafting The
House of Mirth. In her study of Wharton’s The Custom of the Country, Cecelia Tichi
writes that “Ambivalent as she was about James (perhaps, as R. W. B. Lewis suggests,
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resentful of Henry James’s ‘devotion’ to his older brother), Wharton at some point was
likely nonetheless to have perused The Principles of Psychology” (105). For more on
Wharton and James, see Patrick Mullen’s “Aesthetics of Self-Management,” in which he
reads gendered and capitalist embodiment in The House of Mirth alongside James’s
theories of embodied intelligence.
xlii

See Mullen; Duval; and Showalter for readings that correlate Lily’s failure at the
millinery with her elite upbringing and her lack of training in manual labor.
xliii

Noting that Wharton’s novel received its title from Ecclesiastes 7:4, Dustin Faulstick
addresses Mirth’s take on the afterlife and more largely correlates Ecclesiastes with the
emergence of nineteenth-century evolutionary concepts. Highlighting the biblical book’s
affirmation that “humans lack afterlife consciousness” (4), Faulstick claims that “framing
its narrative with vanity, Ecclesiastes acknowledges that all of its reflections and
recommendations stem from and exist in a world of hebel or meaninglessness” (5). Thus,
Lily’s vision of desolation reflects the novel’s larger reinforcement of naturalism’s
biological determinism, which extends beyond the limits of human culture.
xliv

Lily’s baby fantasy also recalls all that is lost to her because of her cultural roots.
Lynne Tilman reads this final image of Lily as “another tableau vivant, a Madonna and
Child” (153), in which Wharton “paints the badly mothered Lily Bart into it. In a moment
of devastating psychological revelation, Lily is transformed as the infant enters her. The
baby becomes a lost part of her, an adult still so little, so undeveloped, she’s as weak as a
baby, or she is the baby” (153). Tillman emphasizes Lily’s psychosomatic awareness in
this scene, in which Lily feels the baby’s “warmth” (251) and “round downy head” (251).
Thus, Lily recalls herself as an infant and sees only futility in any attempt to reconstruct
herself outside of the social identity proscribed to her.
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Chapter 4
“Rest and Power”: The Social Currency of Sleep in the Forerunner
If we do not take care, the children will more and more inherit this fearful misuse of the
nervous force, and the inheritance will be so strong that at best we can have only little
invalids. How great the necessity seems for the effort to get back into Nature's ways
when we reflect upon the possibilities of a continued disobedience!
Annie Payson Call, Power Through Repose
We have a certain storage of nerve force, with which we can drive ourselves, but in all
ordinary and habitual actions we do not spend that power. We act, in all those established
lines we call habits, without loss of energy. Of course, if we continue too long, so that the
nerves and muscles are weary, further action requires expense of our reserve of nerve
force. For the conscious mind to compel the body to do what it has no inherited desire or
acquired habit of doing, is a direct expense. That we are able to do it is our enormous
human advantage. It is precisely this storage battery of nerve force called the will which
gives us our high pre-eminence as a race and gives some of us pre-eminence over others.
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Our Brains and What Ails Them 330
Whereas themes of insomnia and clinical neurasthenia are still left to be
uncovered in Wharton’s fiction, scholars have long traced the themes of anxiety and
restlessness in the works of Charlotte Perkins Gilman. Nearly fifty years after the 1973
reprint of Gilman’s 1892 short story “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” feminist and literary
scholars continue to explore Gilman’s interest in the psychosomatic repercussions of both
domestic oppression and the freneticism of modernity. Akin to Lily Bart’s compulsive
vacillations and fear that her brain might be scarred by bedroom dinginess, Gilman’s
narrator in “The Yellow Wall-Paper” believes that domestic confinement—as represented
by the nursery—has deteriorated her mind, yet she still impulsively strives, as Jennifer
Fleissner notes, to “master a fundamentally unmasterable environment” (75). Between
1909 and 1916, Gilman continued to explore the “woman question” in her self-published
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journal the Forerunner and imagined a means for white, middle-class women to escape
the “unmasterable environment” of the home through the cultivation of their physical
body and mental capacity.
For Gilman, the New Woman role was available almost exclusively to white,
middle-class women, a group essential to her own identity. Gail Bederman attests to
Gilman’s feminism as a project to uplift primarily white bourgeois women: “Gilman
always assumed that civilization's advancement occurred as individual races ascended the
evolutionary ladder, and that the most advanced races—those closest to evolutionary
perfection—were white” (122). Believing that women deteriorated under domestication,
Gilman sought methods for removing the strain of domesticity on middle-class white
women. Bederman provides extensive evidence for Gilman’s theoretical assertion that the
menial tasks of daily life, which she viewed as atavistic, should be relegated to minority
Americans (121-169). Using the Forerunner as one of many platforms from which to
answer “the woman question,” Gilman posed a solution based on a racial divide, which
omitted certain bodies from the New Woman trajectory through the delegation of
domestic labor from middle-class white to working-class non-white women.
“Her Housekeeper,” a story I more deeply discuss later in the chapter, is a prime
example of such a divide. Mrs. Leland, a widowed mother and actress, requires that her
African-American maid, Alice, stand guard outside her bedroom to protect her sleep.
Despite her pronounced emphasis on the importance of rest, Mrs. Leland assumes that
Alice “did not seem to care where she slept, or if she slept at all” (vol. 1, no. 3, p. 2). Mrs.
Leland is a fine representation of Gilman’s literary approach to the “New Woman,” and a
conflation of what Nancy Bentley describes as the “polarized figures of womanhood: the
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illusion of power in the stage performer’s audacious movements and the unique selfunderstanding of the reflective woman’s consciousness” (139). Mrs. Leland testifies to
her desire for a fulfilling and autonomous life—both professionally and personally, yet
she relies on her maid Alice to make those things possible for her. Even in more positive
stories, such as “Turned,” Gilman maintains, as Catherine Golden notes, a “xenophobic
attitude” (158) throughout the story. In this tale, the white, middle-class female
protagonist, Marion, promises to take care of her domestic servant, Gerta, who has been
impregnated by Marion’s husband. The story begins with a description of the women
after Greta has broken the news to her mistress, and the parallel images emphasize their
unequal sleeping conditions: “Mrs. Marroner lay sobbing on the wide, soft bed . . . Gerta
Pertersen lay sobbing on the narrow, hard bed” (vol. 2, no. 9, p. 227). These contrasting
living conditions take place within the same home. While Gerta, as a live-in maid, is
granted only a “poorly finished chamber” (227) in the attic of Marion’s home, Marion
sleeps in the comfort of her “richly furnished chamber” (227). Golden describes these
antithetical bedrooms as representative of Marion’s home as “a place of social and ethnic
segregation, reflecting Gilman’s nativist tendency, evident in much of white America at
the time Gilman wrote the story” (155). Compared to Mrs. Leland and the peripheral
Alice, Marion puts herself on more equal footing with Gerta by the end of the story: She
leaves her philandering husband and accepts Gerta and the child as her responsibilities.
However, as Golden explains, this results merely in Marion’s condescending reeducation
and acculturation of Gerta (158). Together, “Her Housekeeper” and “Turned” emphasize
the greater importance of sleeping conditions for their white, middle-class protagonists
and the devaluation of rest for their ethnic others.
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In this chapter, I will build on critical arguments about Gilman’s racialized
delegation of laborxlv to elucidate the Forerunner’s depiction of sleep as a form of social
power and, more specifically, a tool for social currency. Gilman defines sleep’s function
as social currency on two levels. First, it serves as a tool for social empowerment, for it
has a biologically empowering effect on the individual body, which enables a person to
carry out their daily contributions to society through labor. Second, and simultaneously, it
can serve as a tool for social oppression: Those in power (often accrued by sleep itself)
can extract time-consuming and sleep-depriving labor from subjugated others; as Gilman
claims, perpetual exhaustion is damning to white, middle-class women who suffer from
social oppression. Gilman largely situates her concerns about sleep deprivation in the
home, where wives and mothers forfeit necessary rest to carry out domestic tasks.
Throughout the Forerunner, Gilman tells stories of women who overcome exhaustion
and outsmart their male counterparts, so that they may contribute to society outside the
home. In each volume, she uses the metaphor of “waking up” in various contexts to
articulate women’s realization of sexual oppression.
In a Volume One Forerunner “Comment and Review,” Gilman criticizes a
popular woman’s periodical for romanticizing the Sleeping Beauty myth. She observes
sarcastically, “The Sleeping Beauty is a most happy instance of woman's right attitude
toward love and marriage—she is to remain starkly unconscious, using absolutely no
discretion; and cheerfully marry the first man that kisses her! In the fairy story he was a
noble prince—but the average sleeping beauty of to-day is often waked up by the wrong
man!” (no. 5, p. 23). Here, Gilman articulates the ways in which young women are
socialized to be metaphorical sleepwalkers, constructed to rely on men to decide their life
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choices for them. Her cure for this cultural symptom of female lethargy is through a
social awakening that, ironically, takes the form of a “power in repose”—a key phrase in
the Forerunner. She argues that women can achieve greater social power in repose
through the self-disciplined habit of maintaining protected, regulated, and consistent
sleeping hours. Moreover, Gilman’s Sleeping Beauty comment identifies another paradox
that underscores her theories of sleep and social power. Following her excoriation of the
Sleeping Beauty myth, Gilman references Edward Lear’s 1846 limerick “There Was an
Old Man of Jamaica” to illustrate the ills of a contemporary Sleeping Beauty, noting that
“Sometimes she is married first, and wakes up afterward; like the lady in Lear's limerick”
(23):
There was an old man of Jamaica,
Who suddenly married a Quaker.
But she cried out, ‘O Lack!
I have married a Black!’
Which grieved that old man of Jamaica.
In a troubling turn, Gilman warns that the oblivion of the common female condition will
lead to a social devolution that would then restrict middle-class white women to the
limited social powers relegated to racialized others. Adhering to a nativist ideology,
Gilman’s theories of social evolution require not only a sexed competition, but a
racialized one, as well. Rather than see social evolution as a path toward social equality,
Gilman views her preferred race—the white female populace—as fighting to excel in an
on-going competition with both white men and racial and ethnic others. For Gilman like a
number of other suffragists of her era, white women needed to wake up to the fact that
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they were being subjugated in ways akin to the oppression of immigrant and non-white
“others.”xlvi Through her social evolutionary lens, white women as sleepwalkers served as
a metaphor for their to atavistic deterioration.
The Forerunner combines theories of social evolution, sociology, and medicine to
use “waking up” as a metaphor for the advancement of a white female social
consciousness and portrays disciplined sleep as a restorative act for white women
struggling in their pursuit of public service. Gilman also engages a capitalist lexicon
through her treatment of routine sleep as a practice that is earned rather than necessary.
While she argues for the importance of restorative rest, she claims that it should only
serve those who contribute to society with what she describes in Our Brains and What
Ails Them as “brain power” (vol. 3, no. 3, p. 79). Because the body serves as an
“elaborate machine for the transmission of force,” she identifies the physical act of
resting as a mechanical instrument that, if utilized properly, has the potential to serve
society’s greater good. The “Power in Repose” —a tool utilized by the utopian society of
Moving the Mountain (vol. 2, no. 8, 219)—is a central tenet to Gilman’s promotion of
women’s industry and the advancement of the female social body. Paradoxically, Gilman
speaks of people in Moving the Mountain as having “waken[ed] to the fact that they
could do things with their brains” (219) through the practice of principled rest. Thus,
proper sleep requires its own form of “waking up” via education, disciplined brainpower,
and physical effort.
Throughout the trajectory of the Forerunner, Gilman details the social
evolutionary value of brain power and establishes hierarchies of forms of labor that
require more or less repose for renewed energy. In her essay “Rest and Power,” Gilman
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specifies that only certain types of labor require such principles, while other forms of
work demand very little brainpower to complete. The completion of routine household
tasks, for instance, result from the “process [of transferring] . . . habit . . . [to]
unconscious action” (vol. 6, no. 10, p. 271), and thus require little self-discipline or
cultivated brainpower. This lends insight into Gilman’s use of evolutionary discourse in
Our Brains and What Ails Them to theorize that “Humanity, as it progresses in social
complexity, develops an increasing brain power, which is of necessity, possessed by
individuals; and which of necessity differs in individuals, both in kind and in degree”
(vol. 3, no. 3, p. 79). While Gilman’s theories of brain power and purposeful repose were
clearly intended to empower white working women, they are also imbued with
problematic doctrines of her day: Underwriting (or subtending) Gilman’s utopian
feminism are pro-eugenic and nativistic stances on women’s progress. For Gilman,
comparable to other prominent thinkers in her day, white women’s best route to freedom
outside the home depended upon the labor of non-white and immigrant women. She
argued that in order for women to achieve professional success, they must relegate the
drudgery of domesticity to others. These certain persons, in many of her stories, are
women who lack the social privilege of their higher classed white counterparts. As
Gilman attests in her autobiography, she maintained only a precarious grip on middleclass status. Throughout much of her life, she struggled to make ends meet and suffered
from the exhaustion symptomatic of her role as a working-class, single mother for many
years. Thus, Gilman’s class identity was mostly aspirational, and as her dream of Herland
exemplifies, Gilman longed for a society in which every individual held equal footing. At
the same time, however, her vision of a path to a feminist utopia requires a reliance on
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the same capitalist and racialized exploitation, which buoys the very turn-of-the-century
patriarchy that she incessantly criticizes. Overall, this chapter explores Gilman’s
valuations of class, ethnic, and racial positions of privilege to reveal her systematic
prescription of restorative rest only to those she deemed better equipped to carry out
national progress.

I. Gilman’s Lessons on Sleep Discipline
Gilman’s approach to sleep is emblematic of Frederick Winslow Taylor’s
efficiency science which, as Kellen Graham observes, “reached its greatest heights” (190)
when Gilman began her work on the Forerunner. Graham asserts that “Scientific
management was at the heart of [the] efficiency movement” (190)—a practice which can
also account for Gilman’s approach to the regulation of sleep, as well as her efforts to
enhance its rejuvenating effect. She merges her Taylorist approach to bodily restoration
with her investment in “lessons of sleep discipline,” a subgenre of the self-help book that
Alan Derickson traces back to Benjamin Franklin’s mid-eighteenth-century Poor
Richard’s Almanack: “Franklin emphasized the virtues of moderate amounts of sleep,
upholding a standard in the range of seven to eight hours a day in a way that balanced rest
and wakefulness” (6). Franklin’s sleep lessons represent the dawning of an age in which
sleep habits were reshaped by the rhythms of industrialism, in which Americans worked
throughout the day and took their rest at night. By the 1830’s, Derickson explains, “Sleep
practices were expected to complement metronomic regularity in performance on the
job” (4). When Thomas Edison arrived on the scene at the end of the nineteenth century,
he used Taylorist ideals to overrule sleep completely, bringing into vogue “manly
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wakefulness.” This term, coined by Derickson, represents Edison’s argument that the
body could be conditioned to exist on little-to-no sleep—and that such an effort would
lead to economic and social success.
“Manly wakefulness,” however, was not a sex exclusive practice. Female
reporters and women’s publications, such as Ladies Home Journal and Godey’s Lady’s
Book, praised Edison’s ability to sleep fewer than “four hours a day” (Derickson 6).
Whereas Gilman adhered to Taylorism and contemporary approaches to sleep discipline,
the Forerunner does not evince a belief in the power of the “physiological reformer”
(National Druggist 167)—as Edison is deprecatingly described in an 1894 issue of the
National Druggist. The article deprecatingly refers to Edison as “an advocate of the
uselessness of sleep, and the consequent waste of time and energy spent in that state”
(167). Gilman likewise uses medical knowledge to counter tidbits of social advice in
popular women’s publications—such as those espousing Edisonian wakefulness—that
she deemed harmful to female advancement. “Manly wakefulness,” I argue, was one of
the cultural myths Gilman intended to critique, for, while she presents the body as a
conditioning machine, she maintains a belief in sleep’s value in both daily life and social
evolution. That said, as I will later explain, Gilman’s value of sleep varies depending on
the context: When discussing industrialized forms of labor (particularly in regard to hired
domestic servants), her appreciation for industrial efficiency trumps her value of
restorative rest. Conversely, when Gilman addresses the stresses of professional pursuits
for white women, efficient sleep habits are a foremost concern.
The debate over sleep’s role in modern life at the turn of the century is best
summarized through the twofold interpretations provoked by the title of Annie Payson

174

Call’s 1891 lesson on sleep discipline, Power Through Repose. On the one hand,
Americans sought to power through sleep by resisting it altogether, as in Edison’s case;
while on the other, they pursued individual and social power through sleep by cultivating
principles for proper repose. Call intended to do the latter in Power Through Repose, and
her conception of sleep precedes Gilman’s discussion of “rest and power” in the
Forerunner. For Call, repose—as an act of tranquil, restorative rest—is powerful when
one has the freedom and self-discipline to decide when, where, and how one achieves
repose, either through enduring sleep throughout the night or intermittent naps during the
day. Unlike Edison, Call’s approach to sleep efficiency merged sleep discipline with
Taylorism, while still believing in the rejuvenative powers of routine sleep. This was a
combination that Gilman could certainly get behind. Reflecting a Taylorist reverence for
mechanical efficiency, Call refers to the body as “the machine,” asking her readers:
“How can we expect repose of mind when we have not even repose of muscle? When the
most external of the machine is not at our command, surely the spirit that animates the
whole cannot find its highest plane of action. . . . [H]ow can we . . . hope to realize the
great repose behind every action, when we have not even learned the repose in rest?” Call
unites the ideals of efficiency with an allegiance to animism, arguing that humans cannot
reach a higher level of spiritual being without achieving adequate sleep habits.
Gilman applies a similar concept in her discussion of the social spirit in the
Forerunner. In a volume two essay, she observes, “A living creature is a mechanism
which carries within itself stored energy. It has a certain amount, in small bills and silver
as it were, for everyday use” (no. 3, p. 65). This stored energy is exerted in daily
activities, yet the amount of energy one has to expend, Gilman implies, is dependent
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upon on how much energy one has saved up. To save energy, an individual must attain
proper rest, but that person can only do so as her or his social situation permits. Call
makes a similar speculation:
The locomotive engine only utilizes nineteen per cent of the amount of fuel it
burns, and inventors are hard at work in all directions to make an engine that will
burn only the fuel needed to run it. Here is a much more valuable machine—the
human engine—burning perhaps eighty-one per cent more than is needed to
accomplish its ends, not through the mistake of its Divine Maker, but through the
stupid, short-sighted thoughtlessness of the engineer.
Whereas Call assumes that each engineer of a “human engine” should be blamed for
excessively burning fuel, Gilman questions who actually maintains power over the
energy that a body stores and expends in a given day. By comparing bodily acts of rest
and expended energy to the exchange of currency, Gilman implies that rest is meted out
to those according to their class and social means. For example, the wage laborer’s
payment is determined by the boss, who also determines the laborer’s working hours and,
thus, the amount of time the worker may reserve for daily rest. The amount of sleep a
worker achieves each night represents a renewed amount of expended energy that is then
traded for wages. In the context of the Forerunner, Gilman explores possibilities for
white women to seize control over the social currency of sleep (as energy storage) within
the context of the domestic economy.
Unlike Wharton, Gilman saw little individuality in sleep practices. Whereas Lily
Bart’s idiosyncrasies imply that sleep is different for everyone, Gilman accepted the
standard belief (popularly espoused in Franklin’s Almanack) that the amount of rest each
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person requires is universal (everyone requires approximately eight hours of sleep within
a twenty-four-hour period). The Forerunner notes this several times. Taking a scientific
managerial approach to keeping track of one’s productive hours within a given day is an
important step in Gilman’s conception of self-discipline. In the volume four novella Won
Over, Stella estimates the number of hours per day that she could dedicate to fulfilling
work. In her calculations, she considers that “Few of us sleep more than eight hours” (no.
2, p. 43). This same mathematical breakdown occurs in the volume five short story
“Fulfilment.” The story features a long discussion between two sisters, Irma and Elsie,
about how that latter spends her time. Irma is disturbed by Elsie’s “pass[ing] her life
occupying rocking-chairs, merely eating and sleeping in the necessary intervals between
one sitting and the next” (57). She insists on counting out the hours of Elsie’s daily
activities—taking “eight out for sleep” (57) and encourage her sister to use her hours
more productively. When Elsie counters that “No two families are alike” (59) when it
comes to daily habit and sleeping schedules, Irma disagrees. She explains that, through
social contribution (in Irma’s case working as a governess and serving as a foster
mother), conscientious work not only provides uniformity to one’s daily life but also
betters society. According to Irma, Elsie’s useless kinetic energy (back and forth in her
rocking chair) could be redirected into a means for helping humanity, if only she could
break away from the domestic space. In short, if energy is currency, Elsie is throwing
money away rather than reinvesting it into the greater good.
Gilman believed that white, middle-class women wasted their energy when
tethered to the home space. By working in isolation, women limited themselves to the
mere poor stores of energy of their individual bodies. In the volume seven essay “Studies
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in Social Pathology,” Gilman writes, “We do not consider individuals as creating force.
Our own supply of energy, stored in the brain cells, is soon exhausted” (no. 5, p. 120).
The “social spirit,” on the other hand, “is what gives a member of society more power
than an isolated individual. . . It is stored in our great books, great pictures, great statues;
every noble human work is at once an expression of social energy and a permanent
transmitter of that energy to others” (121). Because middle-class white women are
alienated from social structures that could provide a reprieve from domestic drudgery,
they are not able to capitalize on the “noble human work” available to them.
Throughout the Forerunner, Gilman ties sleep together with self-improvement. In
the first issue, she presents the cultivation of individual energy as the key to social
progress for women. In the short story “Three Thanksgivings,” the widowed Mrs.
Morrison establishes the “Rest and Improvement Club” (vol. 1, no. 1, p. 9) and opens her
home as a woman’s club and a space for collective rest. By the end of the story, Mrs.
Morrison’s organization holds five hundred members, allowing her to continue life
unwed and dedicated to social service. In the ninth issue of volume one, Gilman’s essay
“Improved Methods of Habit Culture” illustrates the types of lessons Mrs. Morrison and
her colleagues might have discussed during their meetings for the “Rest and
Improvement Club.” It details the use of methods of scientific management and mental
willpower to regulate one’s sleeping hours. Gilman writes, “Suppose you have to get up
at five, and have no alarm clock nor anyone to waken you. You ‘make up your mind,’
hard, that you must wake up at five; you rouse yourself from coming sleep with the
renewed intense determination to wake up at five; your last waking thought is ‘I must
wake up at five!’— and you do wake up at five. You set an alarm inside— and it
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worked” (8). Routine rest, limited to the right amount of hours, allows a person to store
up the proper amount of energy to persevere throughout the coming day. Gilman advises
her reader: “Don't waste nerve force on foolish and unnecessary things—physical or
moral; but invest it, carefully, without losing an ounce, in the gradual and easy
acquisition of whatever new habits You, as the Conscious Master, desire to develop in
your organism” (9). What Gilman adds to Call’s emphasis on the individual mastery over
one’s machine—to ascertain the best method for effectively recharging it from day-today—is the importance that such efforts have in the ongoing trajectory of social
evolution, for Gilman argues that efficiently rested bodies enable the running of an
increasingly efficient social engine.
The waste of nerve force is a serious concern for Gilman, who uses the
Forerunner to expand on her concerns about white female neurasthenia best depicted in
“The Yellow Wall-Paper.” Jane Thrailkill argues that “psychophysical elements of
perpetual effort” (119) in “The Yellow Wall-Paper” do little to propel the narrator
beyond domestic confinement. Thrailkill notes that for Gilman, “the distinctive contours
of the nineteenth-century household were literally sickening” (130), in that “one’s
environment physically shaped one’s state of mind” (130). Fleissner describes the
narrator’s symbiotic connection to the interiority of her bedroom as “the loop that has
entrapped her” (75). The story is well known for critiquing Weir Mitchell’s acclaimed
“bedroom treatment”; but few scholars have taken a closer look at Gilman’s appreciation
of administered sleep, which surfaces in many of her publications and which she
associates with disciplined practice. In this way, Gilman echoes Call’s observation that
“Even the rest-cures, the most simple and harmless of the nerve restorers, serve a
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mistaken end. Patients go with nerves tired and worn out with misuse,—commonly called
over-work. Through rest, Nature, with the warm, motherly help she is ever ready to bring
us, restores the worn body to a normal state; but its owner has not learned to work the
machine any better, . . . and most occupants of rest-cures find themselves driven back
more than once for another ‘rest.’” Rather than reject rest cures outright, Gilman hopes to
avoid them by providing her readers with practices of sleep discipline that can enable
them to achieve routine rest, so that they need not depend on recurring bouts of rest-cure
treatment. In “Rest and Power,” for example, Gilman explains that “It takes some power
to rest. Exhaustion is not rest” (vol. 6, no. 10, p. 271). She encourages readers to avoid
nerve-destroying exhaustion altogether, which they can do by disciplining their bodies
into habits of routine, restorative rest.
The volume five story “Dr. Clair’s Place” is a prime example of the suffering
caused by prolonged exhaustion. For Octavia Welch, this condition can only be cured by
suicide. She is on her way to do just that when a doctor offers her an escape from urban
demands through medical rehabilitation. The story’s narrator—a former “‘graduate
patient’ (no. 6, p. 141) of Dr. Clair, a physician who “is profoundly interested in
neurasthenia—melancholia—all that kind of thing” (142)—asks Octavia if she might do
one last good deed by lending her suicidal self to scientific experimentation. Octavia
accepts the offer and is transported to Dr. Clair’s “psycho-sanatorium” in the southern
California mountains. Octavia’s care centers on a “bedroom and balcony treatment”
(145), in which she attains a month-long period of uninterrupted rest that results in
renewed strength and happiness. Some scholars read “Dr. Clair’s Place” as a mere
antithesis of Mitchell’s rest cure in “The Yellow Wall-Paper,”xlvii which has inadvertently
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left many readings of the story to overlook the importance of rest in Dr. Clair’s methods.
After treatment is complete, Octavia recalls: “I slept better than I had for years, and more
than I knew at the time, for when restless misery came up they promptly put me to sleep
and kept me there . . . [Dr. Clair] made my body as strong as it might be, and rebuilt my
worn-out nerves with sleep—sleep—sleep” (145). As the trifold repetition of the word
“sleep” suggests, Octavia learns—through bedrest treatment—the value of habitual sleep
and achieves bodily restoration as a result.
As “Dr. Clair’s Place” shows, Gilman had a profound appreciation for restorative
rest. “The Yellow Wall-Paper” is not a rejection of the rest cure, but instead, an example
of alienating an individual from her own relationship to restorative rest (a misuse of
bedroom treatment). Dana Seitler refers to Gilman’s well-known work as a
“degeneration” story (82), which exposes the evolutionary deterioration of women if they
remain oppressed, both mentally and physically, by a patriarchal system. Seitler then
defines another popular fictional work by Gilman, The Crux, the Forerunner’s second
volume serialized novella, as a “regeneration novel” in which going West frees and
revives the story’s oppressed female protagonist: “Female characters ‘go west’ to find
themselves and regain their health, sanity, and bodies in open outdoor space, places
where they engage in rigorous activity as opposed to ‘rest’” (Seitler 81). However, this is
only partly true, for the protagonist in The Crux, Vivian, actually enriches herself through
both physical exercise and restorative rest: “[Vivian] tramped the hills with the girls;
picked heaping pails of wild berries, learned to cook in primitive fashion, slept as she had
never slept in her life, from dark to dawn, grew brown and hungry and cheerful”
(emphasis added, vol. 2, no. 11, p. 297). Vivian’s interactions with the natural world
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seem to train her body to sleep according to the Earth’s diurnal rhythms (“from dark to
dawn”). Vivian’s newfound freedom is thus, in part, manifested through her rejuvenating
sleep practices.
A “natural” means of sleeping, portrayed in a volume three sketch “Morning
Devotions,” has profound powers in restoring individuals and unifying the social
collective. It begins with the lines: “Early sleep, because daylight was beloved, and
darkness also, for rest and growth; long quiet hours of sleep, sound, dreamless, perfect.
Then—the dawn” (no. 9, p. 251). Sleep is described as a precious blessing, offered by
nature, to aid humanity in its social development: “The darkness was welcomed with soft
acceptance, tired eyes closing; weary limbs relaxing; blessed sleep affectionately
received; but the returning light brought consciousness, and consciousness, to humanity,
was joy” (251). Whereas sleep deprivation—the sketch implies—causes immense
depression, diurnal sleep restores individuals and brings them “joy.” Gilman seems to be
describing the sleep practices of a future social utopia (like the one she envisions in
Moving the Mountain), in which a more enlightened society communes with the natural
world to better rejuvenate their bodies through nighttime sleep: “As the east turned from
gray to rose, . . . so stirred the myriad sleepers, smiling, as they woke to life again, in the
new days. Clear of conscience and rested utterly; in pure health and vigor” (251). In these
“new days,” awakening at dawn unifies “the myriad sleepers,” so that they are “held in
one harmony by that long wave of rolling light, soft music rose . . . of glad hope and newborn power” (251). This “waking world”—made up of an unspecified human collective
that, per the implicit class cues in these lines, are obviously not factory workers (who
would not experience sleep as such)—represents a new dawn in social evolution, in
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which an unspecified human collective achieves social harmony through shared sleeping
practices.
Through the lens of “Morning Devotions,” The Crux’s Vivian can be interpreted
as exemplifying the power of routine, natural sleep. Octavia in “Dr. Clair’s Place,” on the
other hand, is representative of women who grow so estranged from sleep through
prolonged exhaustion that they can only be saved by (the right kind of) medical
intervention. Awareness of social oppression a woman endures is both vital and
dangerous knowledge, according to Gilman. The trauma of “waking up” to one’s social
oppression, as Octavia does, can be so painful that it tempts women to seek out deadly
means of escape. As my previous chapter shows, Lily Bart’s suicide is one example in
fin-de-siècle literature in which a woman, aware of her social determinism, chooses death
over oppression. The death of Edna Pointellier, Kate Chopin’s heroine in The Awakening
(1899), is another example. If Lily or Edna would have had access to Dr. Clair’s
treatment, would they still have committed suicide? Like Lily, Edna “awakens” to a
newfound understanding of patriarchal oppression and eventually kills herself for it.
Unlike Gilman, Wharton and Chopin do not envision a possibility for their protagonists
to be nursed back to health through an emphasis on rest. Gilman, on the other hand,
resists such fatalism in her fiction. Instead, she imagines how white women can be saved
from such a fate through the ingenuity of burgeoning female professionalism. The
volume six short story “Mrs. Merrill’s Duties” exemplifies an important agenda in
Gilman’s Forerunner: to educate women on the importance of natural, rather than
artificially-induced, sleep. It tells the story of a woman who invents “a safe and simple
sedative, something which induced natural sleep, with no ill results” (60). While Mrs.
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Merrill is inventing a sedative to induce sleep, Gilman implies that her purpose—to
create a sedative with “no ill results”—makes it a natural substance, as opposed to an
artificial one. In other parts of the Forerunner, Gilman expresses concern over the
drugging of young women by sexual predators. In the fifth volume, two stories, “His
Mother” and “What a Difference” address this issue. The former is about a young man
whose mother catches him in his room with a young woman, whom he has drugged and
intends to sexually assault. The latter tells the story of a girl whose family is devastated
after the discover she has been drugged and raped by a male acquaintance. In “Mrs.
Merrill’s Duties,” Gilman crafts a story in which she women are provide with their own
power to initiate sleep. This fictional discovery, in turn, represents Gilman’s hope for a
cure to what she viewed both literally and metaphorically as the improper drugging of
white women.
Mrs. Merrill’s sedative represents Gilman’s notion of a healthy means of sleepinduced drugging. Yet in other parts of the Forerunner, Gilman mixes metaphorical and
literal treatments of sleep and arousal to expresses her concerns over improper soporific
sedation. In “Studies in Social Pathology,” she compares the “general condition of our
present society” to “that of a man drugged, faintly conscious, at times, trying to move
heavy limbs, with a dragging nightmare effort from which he continually sinks back to
unconsciousness” (vol. 7, no. 5, p. 119). Interestingly, Gilman refers to men as
improperly drugging themselves into sleep, while women, she implies, are more naturally
attuned to achieving routine rest (or more likely to invent and use “natural” methods for
inducing sleep). In a volume three sketch, “Improving on Nature,” Mother Nature dozes
for an extended period and awakens to find that Man has forced women to be “small and
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weak and foolish and timid and inefficient” (no. 7, p. 174). The sketch ends as Mother
Nature “began to pay attention to business again, rather regretting her nap” (176). As
with her Sleeping Beauty metaphor, Gilman argues in this sketch that the archetypal
American woman has allowed herself to become naively trustful of men and, therefore, is
more inclined to rest easy.
Men, on the other hand, are constantly trying to cheat the system—even when it
comes to natural sleep. In the poem “His Crutches,” featured in the Forerunner’s first
volume, Gilman writes, “Why should the Stronger Sex require, / To hold him to his tasks,
/ Two medicines of varied fire? / The Weaker Vessel asks. / Hobbling between the rosy
cup / And dry narcotic brown,— / One daily drug to stir him up / And one to soothe him
down” (no. 2, p. 18). Gilman argues that, between caffeine and soporific consumption,
both the neurasthenic and the brutish of the “Stronger sex” weaken themselves by
resisting natural waking and sleeping states. She sees this as an opportunity for women to
seize greater social power. In volume six, she sketches a similar comparison in “World
Rousers,” stating, “This is not the natural sleep of health which holds us. We are drugged,
drugged these ages past, our brains dulled and clouded, our nerves relaxed, our muscles
weak, our eyes unable to open. It is like trying to rescue one poisoned with laudanum; the
patient must be kept walking, walking—must be made to move” (no. 5, p. 131). She uses
soporifics as analogies here to show that women, following their “Mother Nature” creator
and the Sleeping Beauty inclinations, have inadvertently drugged themselves into
passivity.
Women, then, must wake up from their ages of half-asleep submission and seize
social power over men. In a later issue of volume one, Gilman presents, through the
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parable “While the King Slept,” a woman who usurps patriarchal power by doing what
the men are too tired to do. In the story, a king is presented with a series of problems
within the kingdom but he refuses to take action and complains: “I am tired of looking at
these things, and tired of hearing about them” (no. 11, p. 17). Wearied by his empire’s
countless problems, the king falls into a prolonged slumber. His queen, meanwhile, takes
his place, alleviates every problem, and doubles the kingdom’s prosperity. In reading this
story alongside “Improving on Nature,” Gilman suggest that only one sex can be fully
awake and in power, while the other is forced into a somnambulant state of submission.
As the title “Improving on Nature” suggests, it is time for women to wake up from their
long naps and improve humankind. To work toward this vision, Gilman argues that
middle-class women should harness the powers of natural sleep to advance their social
standing among men.
This is just what happens in Moving the Mountain. The tale, serialized in the
second volume of the Forerunner, is recounted by John Robertson, a scholar of ancient
languages. During a trip through the Himalayas, John suffers a fall and loses his memory.
He is shaken from his thirty-year stupor only after his sister Nellie recognizes him while
visiting Tibet. Upon returning to his native United States, John is shocked by the nation’s
immense social and technological changes. In the time that the amnesiac John meandered
a foreign land for thirty years, the women of his homeland “woke up. . . . And being
awake, they . . . saw their duty and they did it” (no. 4, p. 109). In hearing of the great
changes that took place in his absence, John reflects that “It was as if I had slept, and, in
my sleep, they had stolen my world” (no. 2, p. 51). Gilman’s novella was heavily
influenced by Edward Bellamy’s 1888 utopian novel Looking Backward: 2000-1887, as
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well as H.G. Wells’ 1910 novel The Sleep Awakes. In both tales, the narrators are given
improper doses of a sleep aid to treat their insomnia. As a result, they sleep for a vast
amount of time and wake up to a future society completely unknown to them. During the
time that passes between John’s accident and his “awakening,” he functions as if he is a
sleep-walker. Rather than be drugged into prolonged sleep, he is like the people that
Gilman describes in “World Rousers” who walk around and live life like a somnambulist
with brains asleep while their body continues to function. In this way, John’s thirty-year
stupor resembles the drugged, sleeping states of the protagonists in Bellamy and Wells’
preceding works. Thus, modern men, as Gilman imagines them, suffer from a
mismanagement and poor understanding of sleep—a weakness that could very well
enable women to wake up and dismantle the patriarchal structures of society.

II. Women’s Social Awakening
As I seek to show, Gilman’s goal with the Forerunner was to wake women up.
She boasts in a volume two “Comment and Review” of a letter from a subscriber that
read: “I should like to thank you for the great part your writings are taking in the
awakening of our sex” (30). Her poems in particular voice this agenda. In the first
volume, “In How Little Time” associates an inner awakening with “Power in the hand
and brain for what needs making” (no. 12, p. 9). Later, in volume four, “A March for
Women” calls on Forerunner readers to “Wake! Wake! Wake to the work before you! /
Rise! Rise! Rise to the toil to-day! / Brain and body, heart and soul, / Strain to win the
splendid goal!” (no. 10, p. 258). This “splendid goal” is for white, middle-class women to
achieve greater social power. She emphasizes the importance of women’s awakening and
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uses her poetry to compel readers to awareness and social action. Her novels, meanwhile,
provide a practical account of what she hopes to achieve through such an awakening.
Moving the Mountain, for instance, is a prime example of a stratified society working
collectively under the science of efficiency. In the novella, Gilman converts her real-life
social system—in which workers exchange energy for money to satisfy their individual
and familial needs—into a system that channels labor energy for a socialist system, so
that, just like collective wealth, society-at-large can benefit from a collective expenditure
of energy. As John’s brother-in-law Frank explains, the nation’s advancements in
efficiency result from the social body’s strategic use of collective energy: “The business
of the universe about us consists in the Transmission of Energy. . . . We ourselves, the
human animals, were specially adapted for high efficiency in storing and transmitting this
energy; and so were able to enter into a combination still more efficient; that is, into
social relations. Humanity, man in social relation, is the best expression of the Energy
that we know” (no. 11, p. 303). Such a system requires that each individual understand
one’s position in the social strata and then habituate themselves to a lifestyle that
facilitates efficiency in their given professional area. As Frank puts it, “Because of its
special faculty of consciousness, this human engine can feel, see, think, about the power
within it; and can use it more fully and wisely. All it has to learn is the right expression of
its degree of life-force, of Social Energy” (emphasis added 303). The way in which life
force is both channeled and expressed is decided by the committees that Gilman peppers
throughout Moving the Mountain. These committees—it is implied that they are made up
of local leaders, such as Nellie—decide what individuals do, how much rest they have
access to, and how they spend their time throughout the day.
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Thus, in Gilman’s utopia, not every individual gets to freely choose their
expression of Social Energy—or their amount of energy expenditure per day. Like
Bellamy’s socialist utopia, Gilman’s society thrives on increased mechanical and human
efficiency. When John is first introduced to the new world, he reflects: “Was that old
dream of Bellamy’s stalking abroad? Were young men portioned out to menial service,
willy-nilly?” (52). Gilman purposely places John in the role of skeptic, so that his myopic
assumptions about a socialist society can be constantly disproved at every turn. Yet, it is
also possible that Gilman implies, through John, that Moving the Mountain represents an
improvement upon Bellamy’s vision of socialist industry. In Bellamy’s novel, the
narrator Julian is told by his guide Doctor Leete that “While the obligation of service in
some form is not to be evaded, voluntary election, subject only to necessary regulation, is
depended on to determine the particular sort of service every man is to render” (47).
Gilman’s belief that such a process represents a “willy-nilly” order is evinced by
passages in Moving the Mountain that detail how laborers are assigned their work.
Specifically, the Commission of Human Efficiency, which had applied the “dawning
notions of ‘scientific management’ . . . in the first decade of the new century” (164),
ensures that every person is reared within an ideal environment and is prescribed the
appropriate social position. This process then prepares an individual for assignment, with
guidance from the “Social Service Union” (166), to a particular form of labor. This
Commission of Human Efficiency, as they title implies, dictates an individual’s working
and resting hours, ensuring that a person’s labor time is efficiently maximized for
society’s benefit.
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For immigrants, an obscure yet clearly rigorous training is required, which Nellie
refers to as “Compulsory Socialization” (no. 3, 79). Gilman references Lester Ward’s
concept of “the ‘reintegration of the peoples’” (79) in Nellie’s concession that, although
immigration was a “sociological process not possible to stop” (79),xlviii it was “possible to
assist and to guide to great advantage” (79). The exchange between Nellie and John that
follows is quite disturbing. John reflects distastefully that “Our family were pure English
stock, and rightly proud of their descent” (79). Nellie seems to read John’s mind, for she
“laughed appreciatively,” replying “Well, whether you like it or not, our people saw their
place and power at last and rose to it. We refuse no one. We have discovered as many
ways of utilizing human waste as we used to have for the waste products of coal tar” (79).
Nellie does not clarify whether she is identifying with John’s “pure English stock” when
she speaks of “our people.” She may, instead, be referring to socialist revolutionaries, but
her subsequent comment about “utilizing human waste,” as if it were “coal tar,” is highly
problematic to such a reading. In all, Gilman obscurely draws connections between a rise
of power—for a particular subset of Americans— in order to take “great advantage” of
immigrant bodies that will serve as an energy source for the (white) social collective.
Moving the Mountain, then, is an illustration of institutionalizing the power of repose for
an upper-strata of citizens, while enforcing efficiency in the communal recharging of
human machines—specifically for those whose resting time is considered “human
waste.”
The “Compulsory Socialization” forced upon immigrants in Moving the Mountain
could not be more different from the path to citizenship depicted in Gilman’s second
utopian novel Herland. Together, these utopian societies establish a dichotomy between

190

extracting energy from non-natives and cultivating rest in the bodies of birthright
citizens. Herland is presented from the viewpoint of Van Jennings, who, along with two
male friends, discovers an all-female society that has survived 2,000 years without men
via parthenogenesis. Van, fascinated by every subsequent discovery, provides an
anthropological account of Herlander society. Unlike Nellie’s world, these women are
not forced to adhere to a “melting pot” mentality and thus do not have to cope with the
challenges of immigrant “human waste.” As many scholars have observed,xlix Van
quickly declares “that these people were of Aryan stock” (vol. 6, no. 5, p. 125). He also
notes that the Herlanders lack any “hopeless substratum of paupers and degenerates” (no.
6, 153), revealing how the all-women nation focuses its collective energy on cultivating
new generations of Herlanders. While still babies, Herlanders are educated through the
very act of sleep. Van witnesses the “natural sleep in which these heavenly babies passed
their first years. They never knew they were being educated. They did not dream that . . .
they were laying the foundation for that close beautiful group feeling into which they
grew so firmly with the years. This was education for citizenship” (no. 9, p. 243).
Collective rest is described as the foundation for instituting the flow of social energy—
“that close beautiful group feeling.” The mere practice of “natural sleep” contributes to
the “education for citizenship” in Herland. A unified emphasis on routine sleep, then,
represents one of the Herlanders’ strategies for cultivating in their youngest citizens a
means for accruing and sharing social power.
The antithesis of white women gaining social power is thus the “human waste”
that inhibits social progress. Gilman’s concerns about the latter represent a recurring
motif in the Forerunner. In Moving the Mountain, for instance, Nellie nonchalantly
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informs John that “We killed many hopeless degenerates, insane, idiots, and real perverts,
after trying our best powers of cure” (no. 11, p. 307). Gilman’s belief in eugenics, not
uncommon at the time among public intellectuals, is a dark component to the author’s life
that Gilman scholars, especially since the mid-1990’s, have worked hard to reconcile
with her feminist ideals. Gilman biographer Cynthia Davis demonstrates that Gilman’s
eugenicism at times could not be separated from her racism. In discussing Gilman’s flight
from New York City to New England in 1922, Davis cites a letter in which Gilman wrote
of her hope “to escape, forever, the hideous city—and its Jews” (350); As Davis notes,
“The patrician New Yorker Madison Grant had predicted in 1916 that Americans of the
‘old stock’ would be ‘literally driven off the streets of New York City by swarms of
Polish Jews,’ and Charlotte’s reflections on her exodus suggest Grant’s bigotry matched
his foresight” (“Biography” 350). Davis is referring here to Grant’s pseudoanthropological study The Passing of the Great Race, which deplored the adulteration of
Nordic and Anglo-Saxon bloodlines in the United States. As a work of scientific racism,
Passing circulated racist propaganda through the guise of ethnographic observation. Like
Gilman’s personal letters, the Forerunner also evinces Gilman’s disgust for the diversity
of urban spaces, which she increasingly interpreted as a danger to Anglo-Saxon purity.
Her solution to this issue, as she presents it in the Forerunner, is to seek out a means for
white women to accrue social power through the exploitation of ethnic bodies.
In the Forerunner, Gilman argued that the only way for women to advance in
society is to immerse themselves in the diversified, modern world. In “Studies in Social
Pathology,” Gilman discourages her readers from remaining “shut apart from one another
by conditions of economics, of education, of religion, of race, of mere prejudice and
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tradition” (vol. 7, no. 4, p. 122). This is a positive sentiment, but as Lisa GanobcsikWilliams points out in her discussion of Gilman’s 1908 essay “A Suggestion on the
Negro Problem” published in the American Journal of Sociology, Gilman’s focus on
white social advancement was a constant undercurrent in her written work: “Gilman saw
[the] gulf between blacks and whites as wasteful, because it prevented them from joining
in a united effort for social progress. Although she hoped for racial unity, she assumed
that it would be on white terms, that blacks naturally would and should want to ‘progress’
to white ways of living” (Ganobcsik-Williams 20). Thus, ethnic and non-white
Americans could only serve productively in society if they cohered to white cultural
ideals. Ganobcsik-Williams explains that “[Gilman] rationalized her underlying ethnic
and racial elitism into an evolutionary story through which white Americans had
progressed to the highest standard – or, at least, possessed the best potential for reaching
this standard” (24). Gilman found it imperative for white women, as the most socially
advanced subset of American females, to accrue greater social power by capitalizing on
labor provided by immigrant and black working women.
Gilman’s racist logic is, in large part, due to her adherence to the social
evolutionary beliefs of her day. Gilman argues in the Forerunner that women must “wake
up” to their own social potential. Waking up represents another step in social evolution
for white women and implies that non-white women suffer from an atavism that renders
them only partially awake. As exemplified by the androgynous women of Herland,
Gilman imagines that the gap between sexual identity among whites continues to
decrease as society advances. As Louise Newman explains, Gilman believed that “For
civilized (white) peoples, sexual difference needed to be expunged because it interfered
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with the further development of industrial efficiency and individual and social morality
and modern civilization. For primitive people, however, sexual difference needed to be
injected into the society to help accelerate ‘racial inferiors’ along the path of social
evolution” (137). Ethnic women, who Gilman viewed as primitive, embodied a
femininity and domesticity that was a requirement for their survival. She used this
framework to construct her conception of modern domestic labor, in which non-white
women, having yet to ascend as many rungs on the social evolutionary ladder as white
women, bear the burden of maintaining the home space while “advanced” white women
pursue a feminist agenda in the public sphere.
Gilman never speaks explicitly of this hierarchy in the Forerunner. Instead,
Gilman reframes racialized exploitation as an avenue for “female professionalism.” Ann
Mattis underscores an important contradiction in The Home, in which Gilman finds it
detestable that “Strangers by birth, by class, by race, by education—as utterly alien as it
is possible to conceive— these we introduce into our homes—in our very bed chambers”
(qtd in Mattis 290). At the same time, however, Gilman “refers to all women as the
‘handmaids of the world’ in order to establish a collective notion of women’s oppression
in the domestic sphere” (290). Mattis explains this paradox as Gilman’s attempt to
redefine the “maid/mistress relationship” (290) as an advancement in “American
feminism . . . by [which] bourgeois women . . . [could] carve out a space for female
professionalism (290). Mattis’s study unwittingly addresses a sleep-related concern in
Gilman’s work, in which resting and spaces and sleeping hours for maids must be kept at
a safe distance (out of “our very bed chambers”) complicates efforts to keep them close at
hand to ensure labor proficiency.
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The volume one short story, “Her Housekeeper,” is a prime example of the
maid/mistress paradox and provides an easy solution to the quagmire of sleep-in maids:
Simply assume that they need not sleep at all. The story centers around Mrs. Leland, a
stage actress and widowed mother who lives in a New York City boardinghouse with her
son and her maid Alice. For Mrs. Leland, the two most important stress relieving
elements of her quarters are a top-floor bedroom and “a colored lady, named Alice, who
did not seem to care where she slept, or if she slept at all” (no. 3, p. 2). Mrs. Leland
boasts of her restful sleeping space, as well as its protector Alice, who “sits on the stairs
and keeps everybody away” (2). Ironically, Mrs. Leland values Alice so highly for
protecting her much needed sleep, yet she cannot conceive of Alice herself as having the
same biological need for restorative rest. Although Gilman never illustrates the impact of
sleep-deprivation on Alice, she does elaborate on the bodily well-being that Mrs. Leland
gains from keeping Alice awake during her resting time: “Possibly it was owing to the
stillness and the air and the sleep till near lunchtime that Mrs. Leland kept her engaging
youth, her vivid uncertain beauty” (2). Despite her dependency upon Alice, Mrs. Leland
has little regard for Alice’s bodily needs. Rather, she harbors the racist assumption that
Alice need not sleep at all. Thus, for Mrs. Leland, the path to New Woman status is only
achieved through her possession of another’s time and energy, so that she may eschew
the traditional female duties in the home. This is one example of the ways in which
Gilman’s Forerunner seeks a social autonomy for upper-class white women at the
expense of female others.
In reading “Her Housekeeper” alongside What Diantha Did (Gilman’s first novel,
which appeared serially in the first volume of the Forerunner), it is apparent that Mrs.
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Leland enforces the practice of “sleeping in” with her maid Alice. In the novel, Diantha, a
young entrepreneur on a quest to start her own housekeeping business, describes this
practice as “antiquated” and “wasteful” (no. 7, 14). Yet, in “Her Housekeeper” the
practice is a component to the successful lifestyle of the New Woman. Likewise, the
hired housekeepers in What Diantha Did are expected to take up residence in the home of
their employer. Therefore, Diantha only considers “sleeping in” an exploitative practice
when discussing married, white women who are forced to tend to the home. For hired
house staff, on the other hand, the provision of wages and a distinction between mistress
and maid allow for “sleeping in” as an acceptable means of employment. Like Alice, who
must sleep outside her mistress’s chambers, the servants in What Diantha Did are kept at
a safe distance from their sleeping employers. In the chapter entitled “Sleeping In,”
Diantha and her colleagues, standing outside the maids’ chambers, engage in a lengthy
discussion about how to manage them at night. They discuss the dangers of
“communicating doors” and Mrs. Weatherstone proposes that they should all be
“permanently locked” (no. 9, 15). Controlling and keeping watch over one’s domestic
staff, then, is crucial to Gilman’s modernization of industrialized housekeeping.
Another important aspect of improving domestic labor is to ensure that hired
women do, indeed, help energize their mistresses. In the volume two tale “Making a
Change,” Gilman illustrates the dangers for ambitious white women who do not have
access to the trained housemaids that businesses like Diantha’s provide. The story also
voices Gilman’s concern over sleep deprivation’s effect on a white, middle-class woman
struggling under the burden of domesticity. After giving birth, Julia Gordins suffers from
being “kept awake nearly all night, and for many nights” (no. 2, p. 311), as “she spent her
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days in unremitting devotion to [her baby’s] needs, and to the care for her neat flat; and
her nights had long since ceased to refresh her” (311). Whereas Alice in “Her
Housekeeper” supposedly needs no sleep at all, for Julia, sleep deprivation is so acute
that Gilman compares it to “a form of torture” (311). Julia is described as having a mind
“too exhausted to serve her properly” (312) and she goes about her motherly tasks
“mechanically,” longing only for “Sleep—Sleep—Sleep” (312). Even when she can catch
a bit of respite, she is disturbed by her maid Greta, who, with “heavy heels and hands”
(313), is constantly making disruptive noises. Despite her exhaustion, Julia can still
perform her duties technically and efficiently while suffering from sleep-deprivation.
Before the Forerunner, Gilman also expressed her concern over the perpetual,
mechanical performance of household tasks, particularly in her 1893 story “Through
This.” Denise Knight considers Jane’s activity in “Through This” as an inversion of the
sleep-deprivation experienced by the Jane of “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” who increasingly
exhausts herself by obsessively reading the wallpaper in her bedroom. Like the Jane in
“Through This”—described by Knight as having “subconscious signs of resentment
toward her role as wife and mother” (291)—Julia of “Making a Change” grows so
frustrated with her domestic confinement that she attempts suicide. Yet, unlike the
disturbing psychotic break at the end of “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” Julia is saved by her
mother-in-law, who takes over care of the baby and encourages Julia to return to her
musical career. She also makes sure to rid their home of the energy-sapping maid, “Greta
the hammer-footed” (314) and replaces her with “an amazing French matron” (314). Mrs.
Gordins pays the new woman higher wages and is pleased with the many talents she
exhibits, such as a refined cooking style and better meal planning. Julia vastly improves
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under this new regime, and “Making a Change” correlates efficient (ideally Anglo)
domestic help with a working woman’s access to restorative rest and professional
opportunities.
However, as Graham explains, finding “an amazing French matron” to serve as
one’s housemaid was not an easy task at the turn of the century: “[H]istorians of the
period have noted that generally only the most ‘disadvantaged’ women took jobs as
domestic servants. . . . The inferior nature of the work, as well as the low social position
granted to domestics meant that ‘the well-schooled, well-trained young woman’ Gilman
had in mind often sought other kinds of work altogether” (195). In What Diantha Did,
Gilman merges the “woman question” and the “servant question” by placing the domestic
burden on those women whom she deems feminized by their primitive state. In turn,
Gilman poses the “servant question” as a way to solve the “‘woman problem,’ [which] as
Gilman redefined it, was that Anglo-Protestant women had been ‘denied time, place and
opportunity’ to develop those ‘race’ characteristics that were . . . now mistakenly referred
to as ‘male’” (Newman 138). Julia Gordins is a prime example of such a woman being
denied these liberties. Perpetual housework exhausts her so much that she has no time to
focus on her career as a music teacher. Moreover, her time is consumed by managing
both her son and her poorly performing maid. Only once she is freed from those
obligations, and is able to rest herself effectively each night, is she able to pursue her
career.
As “Her Housekeeper” and Making a Change” illustrate, restorative rest is
considered by Gilman to be more important for her white, middle-class heroines. The
sleep of domestic workers is secondary to the needs of the mistress, who must have
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access to her maid’s services around the clock—maids’ time cannot be wasted on excess
sleep. What Diantha Did is the best example of a large-scale system of “social
replenishment” for white, bourgeois women. Diantha’s goal, as she explains to the
members of the Orchandina Home and Culture Club, is to reform the “inordinately
wasteful” nature of the “domestic economy” (no. 7, 14). Graham argues that Diantha
premises business strategy—for preventing waste—on the “principles of scientific
management” (199). Accordingly, the novel begins with an example of such waste, as it
highlights the ineptitude of Diantha’s family maid, Sukey. In the opening scene,
Diantha’s mother and sisters complain of Sukey’s inability to plan ahead, and Diantha’s
father reflects that Sukey and her husband, the family’s only hired help, “did the work of
the place, so far as it was done” (no. 1, 16). As African-American servants, Sukey and
John represent a population that must be utilized effectively for the whites to become
more socially efficient. Seitler summarizes Gilman’s view on appropriating black labor in
“A Suggestion on the Negro Problem”: “Her ‘proposed organization’ was to place them
in an ‘industrial army’ until such point as they evolved to as high a level as whites” (68).
Gilman seems to have the same objective in mind in What Diantha Did: Diantha
organizes an industrial domestic army of immigrant and black women that will take up
arms in defense of white women professionals.
Diantha eventually works her way up to running a “House Worker’s Union,” in
which she houses maids together in a more industrialized version of the “sleeping in”
tradition. Specifically, Diantha collects thirty women to train, house, and send out to
perform housework for middle- and upper-class white female customers. Thus, Gilman
separates these servants from the intimate sleeping spaces of their mistresses. Gilman
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establishes a clear hierarchy regarding domestic labor: Diantha, as a professional
housekeeper, and her clients, as employers of her services, are far superior to Diantha’s
employees. Graham explains that “Most of the women employed by Diantha fit the
typical profile of the lowly domestic servant” (195). She describes the types of women
hired by Diantha, such as Irish, Danish, and African-American women that Gilman
reduces “to ethnic and racial caricatures” (195). In the passages describing the women
Diantha hires, Gilman emphasizes their ethnic and racial characteristics and attributes
those traits to a “general level of mediocrity”: “Laundress after laundress she studied
personally and tested professionally, finding a general level of mediocrity, till finally she
hit upon a melancholy Dane—a big rawboned red-faced woman” (no. 10, 13). She finds
Mrs. Thorald significant only for the free labor that her mentally disabled husband will
also provide. She follows the same reasoning when she hires a black woman, Julianna, to
assume kitchen duties and offers to board Julianna’s son Hector, as well. Diantha acts as
if taking on these male extensions of her new hires derives from charity, but even the
child is expected to serve as a bell boy and kitchen aid. Diantha’s collections of workers
are then expected to sleep under her roof, according to her hours. Also, by training and
housing her employees outside her clients’ homes, Gilman distances white women from
any form of domestic labor. As Gary Scharnhorst deftly puts it, “Sponsored by a
maternalistic capitalist, Gilman’s middle-class, entrepreneurial white heroine . . . hires
employees who are exclusively lower-class ethnic and racial types, . . . In effect, that is,
Gilman envisions a scheme that merely transferred the drudgery of the traditional home
to other shoulders, to those of dull-witted brutes and lower-class women, particularly
women of color” (71). Thus, although Diantha focuses on reforming domestic labor
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practices, she merely establishes a more rigid hierarchy that subjugates ethnic women—
and exploits their bodily energy—in an effort to enhance white women’s social power.
This is most evident through Gilman’s minimal attention to the housemaids’ point
of view throughout the story. Like Alice in “Her Housekeeper,” who never speaks in the
story, the employed laborers in What Diantha Did are constantly pushed to the margins.
Graham observes, “The domestic servants stand very much on the periphery of the text—
they are invoked by Diantha, but are seldom allowed to speak for themselves” (196).
Moreover, Diantha keeps constant surveillance over their working hours, including
resting and bedtime.l Furthermore, she speculates about the required sleeping hours for
her servants without any input from them. Diantha is described throughout the story as
having unusual energy, yet she assumes that, since she requires only seven hours of sleep
per night, her employees need no more than that number. Through constant management,
she ensures that her hires are in bed by 10:30 at night and awake by 5:30 in the morning.
There is no room for negotiation, as Fisher explains: “[R]ace and class delimit which
characters are permitted to explain themselves. . . . [D]omestic workers . . . perform the
menial work that Diantha assigns them, and the racial and class stratification of US
society changes not one iota; it is merely made more efficient” (507). Gilman remains
oblivious to the possibility that Diantha’s employees may require a sleep schedule
different from the one that her protagonist follows. If Gilman borrows Call’s argument
that power through repose can only be achieved by one’s access to rest whenever one
feels compelled to sleep, then she ultimately classifies Diantha’s workers as women with
too little social power to rest as they see fit.
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Gilman’s conception of working hours for domestic labor changes in regard to
race and class status throughout the Forerunner. When she advocates for the rights of a
farmer’s wife in a volume six essay, she is adamant that such women be granted an
“eight-hour law” (316) to save them from exploitation. The ideal of the eight-hour
working day was entrenched in American culture when Congress passed the eight-hour
law for government employees in 1869. Later events, such as the Haymarket Square Riot
of 1886 and the American Federation of Labor’s establishment of May Day in 1890,
reinforced the idea that eight-hour working days represented working-class autonomy and
greater personal freedom. As scholars have observed,li Gilman’s feminism oscillated
between socialist utopian ideals and capitalistic, racialized exploitation. While Gilman
sought for rural (white) women to receive recompense for and a reprieve from domestic
labor, she also appreciated the Taylorist system (more than the fairness of eight-hour
days) when it came to the exploitation of laborers within a system of white female petitbourgeois entrepreneurialism. Thus, Diantha’s conception of industrialized domesticity
deprives her employees of any freedom over when their bodies can rest, as Mattis notes:
“Unlike the middle-class wives who are granted privacy and flexibility by domestic
service, domestic workers are kept under constant surveillance, with an hour to dance
with ‘special friends and ‘cousins’ before curfew. This social dimension of the text
reflects the hierarchies of race and class underlying the structure of Diantha’s reforms”
(296-7). Meanwhile, Gilman asks in “The Power of the Farm Wife,” “How about an
‘eight-hour law’ for all women who are mothers?” (316). Yet, Diantha expects Julianna
to perform her kitchen duties and stick to a strict twenty-four-hour schedule while
simultaneously caring for her son. Such contradictions, prevalent throughout Gilman’s
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writing, reveal a racist and classist mentality that shaped the author’s conception of
whose work deserved more or less rest.
Diantha believes that she has the power to channel the energy and time of her
employees so that they may achieve better efficiency. Graham explains that “For Diantha,
mastering the clock allows her to control the lives of her workers, and it ensures their
most effective, efficient production” (200). In doing so, she quantifies and measures her
employees’ every daily moment, viewing resting time as calculated loss. Gilman depicts
the workers in Diantha’s employ as if they are somnambulists—workers half asleep and
only equipped to perform menial tasks. Graham hints at this possibility when she explains
that “Taylor’s version of scientific management rested on the principle that average
workers could not grasp the science underlying their work and would have to rely on a
manager to explain, model, and oversee their tasks. . . . [T]his resulted in a ‘radical
separation between thinking and doing’ which served to reinforce firmly established
binaries between mental and manual labor” (200). Similar to the way that slaves were
viewed as perpetually half-asleep by many of the white ruling class during the
Antebellum period, Gilman presents the women she views as primitive as sleepwalkers—individuals she believes must be constantly directed and controlled. From her
perspective, while white women have the brain power and social will to wake up from
their Sleeping Beauty trances, “primitive” women remain trapped in a state of “half
slumber.”
In the poem “Two Callings,” featured in the fourth issue of the Forerunner’s
second volume, Gilman uses a somnambulist analogy to articulate her assumption that
women of different ethnic and racial origins have fallen behind Anglo-Saxon women in
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social evolutionary advancement. The poem begins when the sleeping speaker is
awakened by mysterious callings. One derives from the safety of the home space, in
which “warm Comfort . . . / Soft couches, cushions” (104) nearly lull her back to sleep.
The other is “Duty,” which the speaker describes as “Allegiance in an idleness abhorred”
(104). Gilman implies that the speaker has exceeded her necessary amount of sleep,
which in excess becomes “idleness.” The speaker is only able to “shrink—half rise” (104)
to the true call of “Duty” because she remains “the squaw – the slave – the harem beauty
– / . . . the handmaid of the world” (104). While Mattis reads this “image of the napping
woman . . . [as] distinctly . . . leisure-class” (286), she argues that, “[s]till in a state of half
slumber, the woman is presented with a false sense of duty that reduces her to . . . three
female types [that] identify her with a racially marked past” (286). While I agree with
Mattis that the image of the speaker calls to mind a lady of leisure, I argue that is not an
allegiance to a false sense of domestic duty that makes the speaker like the enumerated,
racialized figures. Instead, Gilman is correlating non-white women with a perpetual state
of “half slumber”—a state she believes that white women of the middle- and upper-class
can overcome if they separate themselves from their ethnic counterparts. Thus, “Two
Callings” provides crucial insight into the bifurcation Gilman establishes between white
and non-white women regarding both metaphorical and literal treatments of rest and sleep
in the Forerunner. Mattis explains that “By drawing parallels among these various
women’s domestic functions, Gilman evokes metaphorically how white, middle-class
America and the specter of degraded, racialized, and backwards femininity converge
dangerously at the cultural intersection of domestic labor” (287). I add that, in order to
mediate this dangerous convergence, Gilman sought to capitalize on immigrant and black
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women laborers as an energy source—a resource that when tapped—could enable white
middle-class women to escape domestic drudgery.
Gilman presents ethnic domestic workers as akin to the somnambulist laborers in
Charles Elam’s 1869 sleep study, who repeat in their sleep the simple, mechanical tasks
that they performed during the day. Julia, in “Making a Change,” for example, can still
“mechanically” perform her daily household tasks while suffering from prolonged
sleeplessness and subsequent depression. Yet, it is only after she is liberated from
domestic drudgery that she can rest effectively and expend her brainpower in providing
music lessons. In What Diantha Did, women are hired based on their ability to
mechanically perform the tasks Diantha assigns them. According to Graham, Gilman
thinks “of her workers primarily as labor units and judg[es] their value based on their
ability to keep her system running” (200) and notes that the “disindividuating process” of
depriving servants of agency makes them “appear to be more machine-like than human”
(200). Moreover, Gilman attributes a certain type of domestic work to particular racial
and ethnic identities. Mrs. Thorald, a Dane, has the “big” bones for washing laundry. For
kitchen duties, Diantha chooses a black woman, Julianna, and, subsequently, judges
Julianna and her son according to the large amount of food stuffs they produce per day.
Diantha is particularly impressed after the duo manages to put together “some six or eight
hundred sandwiches” (no. 11, p. 8). In fact, the food stuffs they produce are often granted
more agency than the kitchen workers themselves. Another time, Diantha observes that
“The big oven was filled several times every morning: the fresh rolls disappeared at
breakfast and supper, the fresh bread was packed in the lunch pails” (no. 10, p. 15).
Diantha’s managerial practices resemble the immigrant training in Moving the Mountain,
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which Nellie likens to fattening and improving cattle. Even the bigoted narrator is
disgusted by Nellie’s comment and replies “You can’t sell people” (vol. 2, no. 3, p. 80).
Nellie’s response: “No, but you can profit by their labor”—sheds light on the problematic
practices in What Diantha Did. Like Nellie’s declaration that “We have a standard of
citizenship now—an idea of what people ought to be and how to make them so” (80),
Diantha believes that she knows how her employees “ought to be and how to make them
so” without ever consulting them or considering their individual needs and concerns. She
manages them with clockwork diligence as if they were a machine, directing their energy
in ways that benefit the white women who have employed them.

Conclusion
In the Forerunner’s final volume, the essay “A Summary of Purpose” articulates
a particular objective Gilman maintains throughout The Forerunner. She explains that an
individual’s agency is dependent upon their social connection to others: “That the
individual may and should use the splendid powers given by the social organization, to
develop body and mind to their highest capacity and should live, not only in the personal
safety and comfort a highly developed society should assure to all its members, but in the
boundless range of full consciousness; having our full history in mind, and looking
forward to the glorious possibilities which are in our hands to achieve.” Underlying
Gilman’s use of the collective, possessive pronoun is an implied social order, one in
which cultural presumptions about mental capacity and social development dictate the
role an individual is expected to assume. Her conclusion to “Rest and Power” best
exemplifies this shadowed proclamation, in which Gilman sees the power of sleep as a
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tool for excelling the women of her race and class through the contests of social
evolution, for as its closing lines read, “We shall have power to rest. And we shall rest in
full power” (vol. 7, no. 11, p. 272).
xlv

See Weinbaum, Nadkarni, Newman, Scharnhorst, Mattis, and Seitler for discussions of
Gilman’s racialized delegation of labor in her fiction and non-fiction work.
xlvi
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evolution and a white supremacist feminism: Allen, Carter-Sanborn, Weinbaum,
Nadkarni, Lanser, Newman, Scharnhorst, Mattis, Hudak, Seitler, Ganobcsik-Williams,
and Davis’s “His and Herland: Charlotte Perkins Gilman ‘Re-presents’ Lester F. Ward.”
xlvii

For an example of a study that accounts for “Dr. Clair’s Place” as the antithesis of
Mitchell’s rest cure, see Jennifer Tuttle’s “Rewriting the West Cure: Charlotte Perkins
Gilman, Owen Wister, and the Sexual Politics of Neurasthenia.”
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Gilman provides extensive detail for how Diantha micro-manages her hires’ work and
sleep schedules:
For all her employees she demanded a ten-hour day, she worked fourteen; rising
at six and not getting to bed till eleven, when her charges were all safely in their
rooms for the night.; They were all up at five-thirty or thereabouts, breakfasting at
six, and the girls off in time to reach their various places by seven. Their day was
from 7 A. M. to 8.30 P. M., with half an hour out, from 11.30 to twelve, for their
lunch; and three hours, between 2.20 and 5.30, for their own time, including their
tea. Then they worked again from 5.30 to 8.30, on the dinner and the dishes, and
then they came home to a pleasant nine o'clock supper, and had all hour to dance
or rest before the 10.30 bell for bed time.
li

See Weinbaum, Nadkarni, Newman, Scharnhorst, Mattis, and Seitler for more readings
that discuss the paradox of Gilman’s feminism, in which she values a socialist utopia on
one hand and racialized exploitation for the benefit of white bourgeois women on the
other.
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Conclusion
Sleep medicine is such a new field that even sleep specialists are still learning about it,
and many mysteries remain about the nature of sleep and its disorders.
Meir Kryger, The Mystery of Sleep 4
A server is woken at hour four-thirty by stimulin in the air-flow, then yellow-up in our
dorm room. . . . At hour five we man our tellers around the Hub, ready for the elevator to
bring the new day’s first consumers. For the following nineteen hours we greet diners,
input orders, tray food, vend drinks, upstock condiments, wipe tables, and bin garbage. . .
. [T]hen we imbibe one Soapsac in the dorm room. That is the blueprint of every
unvarying day.
David Mitchell, Cloud Atlas 185
In the preceding chapters, I probed the connections between sleep phenomena,
cultural compulsion, and social agency to uncover a turn-of-the-century literary
attentiveness to the constraints that modernity imposes upon restorative rest. Authors
including Henry James, Charles Chesnutt, Edith Wharton, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman
were invested in exploring the social power that underscores a good night’s rest. Their
texts reveal how the sleep schedule of one marginalized individual can be dictated by a
range of forces, such as social customs, labor practices, and pseudoscientific assumptions
about sleep. Moreover, these texts depict how manipulations of sleep in the modern era
became important components of a consumer capitalist society. Each story evinces
numerous connections between sleep and socio-economic mobility: In James’s Roderick
Hudson, for instance, we witness an artist failing to generate profit from his artistry
because he cannot master routine rest. In other chapters, we see characters who make a
profit as purveyors of sleep diagnoses and treatments. In Chesnutt’s “The Uncle Julius”
Tales, we watch as antebellum doctors are paid to evaluate a supposedly narcoleptic and
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cataplectic slave; in Wharton’s The House of Mirth, we accompany Lily to the chemist’s
shop, where she forfeits her last coins for soporifics; and in Gilman’s Forerunner, we see
women scientists, such as Mrs. Merrill and Dr. Clair, achieve wealth and notoriety
through their successes in sleep medicine.
We also observe how socially powerful characters wring from their hirelings
longer waking hours in the hopes of enhancing worker productivity. Examples abound:
Rowland propels Roderick toward artistic creation at all hours of the day; John requires
Uncle Julius’s services around the clock; Lily is forced to stay awake late into the night
and arise early in the morning at the whim of hostesses such as Judy Trenor; and
Gilman’s New Woman characters, such as Mrs. Leland and Diantha Bell, thrive off the
service of maids whom they expect to exist on little-to-no sleep. These portrayals
represent an important turning point in U.S. literary and cultural history where the
newfound ethos of American industrial wakefulness enabled privileged individuals to
benefit from the twenty-four-hour labor of marginalized others. Moreover, the
psychosomatic havoc that sleep deprivation wreaks on the characters in these stories
challenges turn-of-the-century assumptions about the working body’s ability to conquer
sleep.
Efforts to streamline bodily efficiency have only worsened since their emergence
at the turn of the century. Sleep historian Alan Derickson explains that “The drive to
configure working time in physiologically unnatural ways threatens to derange the sleep
of a growing share of American workers. The sleep deficits associated with extreme and
demanding jobs point to a deep disparity, a sort of sleep divide, in American society, that
separates a perpetually drowsy segment of the workforce from the well-rested majority”
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(143). The “sleep divide” described by Derickson is evident in the distinctions these
authors draw between their characters of obvious privilege and those whose social
precarity render then vulnerable to externally dictated sleep schedules.
Yet as my chosen texts also suggest, sleep troubles and sleep-related anxieties are
not exclusive to marginalized characters. Even those with greater social agency are
portrayed as, at the very least, perturbed by disrupted sleep and conditions of
sleeplessness. Endeavors to control sleep affected not only those whose bodies were
regulated by more socially powerful overlords but also the overlords themselves, who
inadvertently exhausted themselves through efforts to better control their inferiors and
further increase their own efficiency. Benjamin Reiss explains that, in today’s society,
sleep disruptions continue to pose a threat to all strata of social classes:
[O]ur society is undergoing two sleep crises: a psychological struggle, in which
those who live in relative states of comfort try to wrestle their sleep into
submission, and a more existential struggle experienced by those who are
expected to sleep by the rules of others yet are denied the time, space, and
security to do so. What links these two sets of struggles is the growing
economization of sleep, a process begun in the industrial revolution and
accelerating today (Reiss 7).
The authors I discuss document the emergence of these two important aspects of cultural
sleep phenomena described by Reiss. In James’s novel, Rowland is kept awake in the late
hours and increasingly loses sleep in his attempts to subdue Roderick’s impulsive
behavior. In The House of Mirth, Wharton portrays Gus Trenor as having the “haggard
look of the sleep-walker” (Mirth 117) in the midst of his near assault on Lily. In
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Chesnutt’s short stories, a frustrated John is startled awake by the cries of his wife and
sister-in-law. For Gilman, sleep-deprivation is especially acute for the middle-class white
women of her narratives, such as stay-at-home mother Julia Gordins (featured in
“Making a Change”) who is driven by exhaustion to attempt suicide. While there remain
noticeable imbalances, each narrative reveals the ways in which modern life increased
sleep concerns across both sides of the “sleep divide.”
The most influential factor in the permeation of sleeplessness across class
divisions was the widespread installation of electric light at the end of the nineteenth
century. Sleep historian Robert Ekirch identifies the development of electricity as the
turning point in history when sleep “became more compressed . . . and seamless” (334).
The two sleeps—stretching over a twelve-to-fourteen-hour period that Ekirch found
common in pre-industrial societies—disappeared with the emergence of electricity:
“[T]oday we inhabit a nonstop culture characterized by widespread electric lighting both
within and outside homes and businesses. Never before, in our everyday lives, have we
been more dependent upon artificial illumination, arguably the greatest symbol of modern
progress” (337). Sleep specialist Dr. Meir Kryger goes so far as to define a specific
moment in U.S. history that marks the beginning of a “twenty-four-hour work world”
(111): October 1878—the month when Thomas Edison requested a patent for his electric
lightbulb. In the opening of his 2017 study The Mystery of Sleep, Kryger acknowledges
that “[D]espite the thousands of experiments scientists have performed to study sleep, no
has been able to declare with certainty why all lifeforms need sleep; we know only that
when animals are prevented from sleeping they eventually die” (5). Kryger makes a
concession that few scientists and innovators of the late nineteenth-century were willing
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to admit. Instead, figures such as Thomas Edison who famously declared that his
lightbulb was the cure for nighttime sleep, sought ways to overpower sleep through a
round-the-clock work ethic.
As people grew increasingly sleepless, the emergence of the lightbulb inspired
plenty of theorizing about sleep’s purposes and mechanisms. Physicians George Beard
and Charles Elam, in their individual 1869 treatises, speculated on sleep-related
phenomena, such as somnambulism and neurasthenia, yet little sleep research uncovered
anything of importance in the remaining decades of the nineteenth century. The only
significant study that occurred before the turn of the century was the now historic
experiment conducted by Doctors Patrick and Gilbert, who were the first to test sleep
deprivation in humans within a twenty-four-hour cycle (Dijk and Schantz). Despite the
importance of their study, it wasn’t until the early 1920’s that German psychologist J. S.
Szymanski confirmed the hypothesis that humans required a rhythmic sleep-wake cycle
spanning twenty-four hours (Aschoff). Despite the limited knowledge of sleep’s
essentiality at the turn of the century, the recurrence of death and near-death experiences
for sleep-deprived characters in the stories of James, Chesnutt, Wharton, and Gilman
reveals how these turn-of-the-century authors used their fictional prose to articulate a
deep truth about sleep not held by the leading figures of their day.
As a result, these selected works of American literature provide insights about the
complexity of sleep yet to be fully understood in scientific terms. In fact, many of the
sleep discoveries that pepper twentieth-century science are reflected in these preceding
literary texts. James’s image of Roderick Hudson as a run-down clock is eerily similar to
twenty-first-century discussions of the impact that long-term sleep deprivation has on the
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body’s circadian rhythm: it’s internal, biological clock. In 1934, when Nathaniel
Kleitman—commonly considered the father of modern U.S. sleep medicine—published
his 1934 study Sleep and Wakefulness, American readers could finally learn about
scientific connections between the human body and diurnal sleep-wake phases; and only
in 2017 did we receive definitive proof of a “biological clock” (Nicholls 19) that
regulates a “molecular cycle” (21) in every living cell of the human body.
While all humans share a common diurnal biology, every person’s relationship to
sleep is different. Wharton’s Lily Bart, plagued by sleeplessness, is also depicted as a
deteriorating clock. What Wharton adds to this portrayal is a focus on familial
inheritance: Wharton suggests that Lily’s father likewise suffered from prolonged
wakefulness, passing on his vulnerabilities to sleep deprivation to his daughter.
Interestingly though, Wharton gives little proof that Lily’s inheritance is genetic. Instead,
she focuses on how her protagonist’s anxieties, which Lily recalls as similarly plaguing
her father prior to his death, are the result of the socio-financial precarity that she
inherited from her parents and are exacerbated by her status as an aging single female in a
social circle that values women for their youth and marriageability. Thus, Wharton
suggests that environmental sleep detriments are inextricable from the factors of familial
inheritance, in which sleep disturbances plague generations of family members.
Sleep inheritance is also an important concern in Chesnutt’s “Uncle Julius” Tales.
Yet while Wharton leaves the genetic-versus-environmental nature of inheritance open to
interpretation, Chesnutt asserts in no uncertain terms that inherited sleep issues are most
certainly environmental. Julius’s nephew Tom, for instance, is the descendant of the
“Seben Sleepers” (44), whom Chesnutt tacitly suggests are men whose historicized
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sleepiness was a direct result of the racial oppression they endured in slavery. Julius
provides no direct information about these ancestors, except for specifying that Skundus,
the titular character of “A Deep Sleeper,” was one of the “Seben.” Chesnutt’s reference to
the “seven sleepers” can be traced back to oral mythology of third-century Ephesus. In
one rendering of the tale, seven Christian men fall asleep in a cave where they seek
refuge from religious persecution, and centuries pass before they awaken from their
slumber (Van der Horst 1). The myth resurfaces in nineteenth-century trans-Atlantic
literature. Mark Twain, for instance, in his 1869 travel book The Innocents Abroad,
parodies the tale in a segment titled “The Legend of the Seven Sleepers.” In comically
blaming the men’s long sleep on their imbibing “curious liquors,” Twain plays on the
phrase’s common usage in the U.S. South, in which a “seben sleeper” referred to an
individual who slept through the morning and other inappropriate times of the day
(Shackelford and Weinberg 86). Chesnutt’s correlation between the Seven Sleepers myth,
Skundus’s month-long disappearance, and Tom’s symptomatic sleepiness may parallel
his symbolic connection between Dave’s ham neckless and white Christian claims that
African Americans were the descendants of the Biblical Noah’s cursed son Ham (Swift
and Mamoser 3). In doing so, Chesnutt attempts to dispel pseudoscientific claims that
lethargy was a common genetic marker among African Americans.
For Chesnutt, environmental factors are the greatest influence on an individual’s
access to proper sleep. In his 2018 sleep study, Henry Nicholls notes that less than five
percent of narcolepsy cases are genetically transmitted (141). This means that an
overwhelming majority of odd sleepers, including Harriet Tubman and perhaps real-life
inspirations for Chesnutt’s fictional “seben sleepers,” developed narcolepsy and other
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sleep abnormalities—including Advanced Sleep Phase Disorder and Delayed SleepWake Phase Disorder (Nicholls 23)—from factors involving either head trauma or a
suppressed autoimmune system (Nicholls 107). Just as a knock on the head forced
Harriet Tubman to endure an adulthood racked by narcolepsy, social, cultural and
environmental forces combine in Chesnutt’s tales to bring about sleep disturbances that
wreak havoc on his characters’ ability to sleep easy.
Of all the texts discussed in this dissertation, I am still amazed at the complexity
of sleep imagery in The House of Mirth. Each time I revisit its pages, I find new evidence
that I missed in previous readings. A passage that last struck me was a portrait of Lily
undergoing sleep paralysis. Nicholls describes the long tradition of writers and authors
who use their art to express the frightening experience of sleep paralysis. He cites Henry
Fuseli’s 1781 painting The Nightmare as a popular depiction, which he describes as “a
woman lying on her back, muscles limp, with a demonic imp crouching on her chest”
(189). In his cultural history of sleep paralysis (176-197), Nicholls notes that an immense
pressure on one’s chest is typical of sleep paralysis (194). Wharton captures this very
sensation in her description of Lily in a night of tortured sleep: “Through the long hours
of silence the dark spirit of fatigue and loneliness crouched upon her breast, leaving her
so drained of bodily strength that her morning thoughts swam in a haze of weakness”
(Mirth 231). Nicholls explains that “the sense of pressure, trouble breathing and pain”
(194) that results from sleep paralysis causes its victims to awaken more exhausted than
before they went to sleep. In the last two decades of the twentieth century, Japanese
researchers found that disruptions of REM sleep increased the likelihood of an attack,
meaning that insomniacs, who suffer from disrupted sleep, were particularly vulnerable
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to sleep paralysis (Nicholls 182-3). Given the abundant evidence I supply in Chapter
Three, Lily’s diagnosis of insomnia is glaringly apparent. The many instances of her
hypnagogic hallucinations, which I detail, are common symptoms of sleep paralysis.
Nicholls describes the history of sleep paralysis interpretation as marked by superstition:
“[A]lthough doctors have been talking about sleep paralysis and hypnagogic
hallucinations for at least 150 years, these phenomena have remained at the margins of
mainstream neuroscience. . . . For most of human history, these frightening experiences
have been understood by recourse to the supernatural, variously interpreted as ghosts,
demons, vampires, and witches” (184). Despite the mystery of sleep paralysis at the turn
of the century, Wharton was remarkable in her ability to portray the psychosomatic
symptoms of sleep paralysis and to attribute such phenomena to Lily’s insomniac
condition. Her narrative correlation between sleep-related terrors and the incessant pace
of modernity reflects American Literature’s larger effort to counter its culture’s belief in
heroic wakefulness.
An important fact about sleep that underlies both Chesnutt and Wharton’s writing
is that, while heredity may play a role in sleep troubles, it is primarily an individual’s
environment that dictates how and when one sleeps. Kryger confirms this in his sleep
study when he notes that, while “[r]ecent research suggests that some [sleep-related]
problems are the result of genetic changes in the system that controls the circadian clock”
(93), most sleep phase issues involve individuals’ biological clocks that are merely “out
of sync with the demands of their work or other schedules” (93). Thus, the search for
successful methods of sleep adjustment is a widespread practice in American culture.
Among my selected authors, Gilman is the most focused on sleep’s role in evolutionary
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development and draws important connections between sleep culture and social
evolution, forecasting vital concerns about class dynamics in the twenty-first century. If
we view my analysis in Chapter Four through the lens of Reiss’s “sleep divide,” Gilman
anticipates two important components of sleep in modern U.S. culture: First, she
illustrates middle- and upper-class efforts to master total control over sleep—to find ways
to turn it “on” and “off” as people had just begun to do with their electric lightbulbs. She
reveals this in her fictional sketches of women such as Mrs. Merrill and Dr. Clair who
invent “natural” and “safe” methods for medically inducing sleep, and in her non-fiction
writing when she draws on self-help books by writers like Annie Payson Call to school
her readers on improved sleep habits. Second, she uses her fiction to illustrate how
entrepreneurs such as Diantha Bell and New Woman figures like Mrs. Leland achieve
success by capitalizing on the labor of sleep-deprived ethnic and non-white domestic
workers. Moreover, she suggests in her utopian novels that the future of social evolution
requires scientific ingenuity—discoveries that can increase the productivity of human
labor, as evinced in Moving the Mountain through the Commission of Human Efficiency.
Gilman’s premonitions are so not different from the fictional Fabricants in David
Mitchell’s 2004 novel Cloud Atlas. In his dystopian subplot, set in Korea in the far future,
genomicists discover how to manufacture humanoid Fabricants, which are genetically
modified to stay awake longer in service of society’s elite members. While “purebloods
are entitled to ‘rests’” (186), the Fabricant character Sonmi 451 explains, “[f]or
fabricants, ‘rests’ would be an act of time theft. Until curfew at hour zero, every minute
must be devoted to the service and enrichment of [their employer]” (186). Both
Fabricants and purebloods (biological humans) continue to divide their time in this future
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world into twenty-four-hour cycles and maintain a diurnal sleep schedule. Fabricants,
however, are genetically modified to sleep only four of those hours. The “time theft”
mentioned by Sonmi 451 calls to mind the principles of scientific management that
Diantha uses in her employment of domestic workers in the Forerunner. As described in
Chapter Four, Gilman’s heroine of What Diantha Did methodically allots every moment
of her workers’ twenty-four-hour cycles to particular tasks, including an allotment for
personal and sleeping time. This resonance teaches us that “time theft,” while blatantly
terrible in Cloud Atlas, was similarly insidious within the Women’s Rights Movement at
the turn of the twentieth century. As Katherine Fama observes in her discussion of What
Diantha Did, the ethnic and black working women of Gilman’s fiction “inherit only the
labor middle-class white women refuse to perform” (120). This reflects a real-life
hypocrisy during Gilman’s lifetime and after, in which white middle-class women
championed new opportunities in the public sector only by relegating round-the-clock
domestic work to less privileged female workers. Like the narrator who frees herself from
the other women trapped within Gilman’s yellow wallpaper, white middle-class women
escaped domesticity oftentimes only by entrapping more vulnerable women in the
unregulated working hours of home care.
Presently, scientists across the globe are researching possibilities for meeting
goals similar to those Diantha had in mind. Contemporary developments in wakefulnessprolonging drugs, for example, are marketed toward night-shift laborers and extendedshift workers, such as truck drivers. These same drugs translate across the sleep divide
into a means for getting ahead in the twenty-four-hour business world. Whereas marginal,
precarious laborers curtail sleep at the expense of their bodily health to secure profit for
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capitalists, privileged Americans—from college students to Silicon Valley executives—
imbibe neurological and nervous system stimulants to reduce time “wasted” on sleep in
an effort to excel in academic and corporate settings.
At the same time, those pesky circadian rhythms that prevent humans from fully
capitalizing on round-the-clock electric lighting continue to inspire investigations into the
essentiality of sleep. Recent bestseller book lists are rife with self-help texts—such as
Arianna Huffington’s The Sleep Revolution (2016), Chris Winter’s The Sleep Solution
(2017), Kryger’s The Mystery of Sleep (2017), and Nicholl’s Sleepyhead (2018), which
draw from sleep science to make the case for sleep hygiene by stressing the importance
of qualitative and quantitative sleep measures. The common baseline for sleep hygiene
among these studies is that individuals should typically allot seven-to-nine hours to
nighttime sleep within spaces primed for restorative rest. Sleep hygiene advocates
express concern over the inundation of “light pollution” (Nicholls 44) via increasingly
pervasive forms of artificial lighting: televisions, smart phones, tablets, and laptops.
These new technologies interfere with the body’s natural regulation of sleep cycles and
can lead to sleep disruption and, over time, long-term sleep deprivation. Sleep education,
according to the myriad sleep science books on the market, is key to helping Americans
achieve restorative rest each night.
Access to sleep education and adequate sleep spaces is a major concern for poor
and working-class Americans. In a trend that parallels the turn-of-the-century leisure
class ethic, the display of technologically-enhanced sleep routines has been reported by
the New York Times to be in vogue among wealthy Americans. In her 2017 article “Sleep
Is the New Status Symbol,” Penelope Green describes the plethora of consumer sleep
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products marketed toward upper-class American urbanites, from weighted blankets,
pillows with thermo-sensitive technology and sleep-inducing headbands to online sleep
coaches and “Deep Rest” meditation classes in Manhattan. She notes that some twentyfirst century figures of American industry have now begun to counter “the familiar
paradigm of success [as] the narrative of the short sleeper.” Amazon’s Jeff Bezos, one of
the nation’s richest entrepreneurs, reportedly stated “that his eight hours of sleep each
night were good for his stockholders” (Green). Thus, pricey sleep-enhancing technology,
primed sleep-spaces, and undisturbed resting hours are increasingly becoming symbols of
American elitism and social success.
Popular periodicals have also begun to draw attention to the sleep disparity that
underscores the elitism of fashionable rest. The Atlantic, for instance, has published
articles in recent years that cite sleep studies and other research initiatives that provide
scientific evidence for a sleep disparity between wealthy, white Americans and their
black, working-class, and homeless counterparts.lii As technological and scientific
advancements propel us through the twenty-first century, the frightening future imagined
in Cloud Atlas is one of many scenarios in which sleep supremacy—the ability for more
powerful individuals to claim sleep for themselves and to capitalize on the sleep of
others—may evolve in the decades to come. The push for prolonged wakefulness among
the working-class and an increasing class gulf in which more and more disadvantaged
Americans sleep in improper environments and for shorter intervals of time will combine
to further expand the sleep divide. Thus, it is vital that society reflect upon the
premonitions made in the literary texts that emerged at the advent of modernity so that
we can better foresee the dangerous possibilities that await an ever-wakeful world.
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lii

Brian Resnick cites numerous sleep studies in a 2015 issue of The Atlantic to support
his claim that “African Americans . . . were five times more likely to get short sleep,
defined as less than six hours a night” compared to white sleep study participants.
Discrimination-related stress, inadequate sleeping environments, low income, and poor
health make up the list of factors Resnick details as potential contributors to the sleep
disparity among African Americans. Those who can’t afford private sleeping spaces and
the steady, daily routine necessary for normal sleep face health risks and social stigmas.
In another Atlantic article, published in 2014, Hanna Brooks Olsen reports on the dangers
of sleep deprivation among America’s homeless population: “For individuals without
permanent housing, sleep is difficult to come by. When there’s no way to secure your
personal belongings, it’s dangerous and frightening to be as vulnerable as we are when
we’re in a truly restful sleep.” Moreover, the possibility of arrest can deprive the
homeless of acquiescing to their bodies’ need for sleep: Olsen reports that nearly half of
America’s major cities “make it a crime to sleep in public spaces.”
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